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SESSION 1
INTRODUCTION
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WHY PARTICIPATE 
IN THE SANCTUARY COURSE?

According to the Canadian Mental Health Association, all Canadians 
will be affected by mental health problems at some point in their 
lives, either through personal experience or through the diagnosis 
of a relative or friend.1 In fact, one in five Canadians faces a mental 
health problem every year.2 While these statistics may be new to you, 
the sense of urgency they convey is probably familiar. Mental health 
issues are increasingly prevalent within our society. Perhaps you are 
looking for ways to support a loved one, or perhaps you are in search 
of answers for yourself. Either way, you want to better understand 
the complex dynamics of mental health.

There is more to it than just understanding, however. As Christians, we 
want to discover the role of faith in mental health and hear what God, 
Scripture, and Church have to say in light of the unique challenges 
and experiences of mental health problems. The Sanctuary Course 
is designed to assist you in this process of discovery. It is the 
prayer of this ministry that you will find meaningful answers and be 
strengthened as a community of faith through your participation. 
Before you dive into the topic for this session, however, it may be 
helpful to learn a little more about Sanctuary as an organization.

WHAT IS SANCTUARY?
 

Sanctuary prepares the Church to 
support mental wellness.

Sanctuary Mental Health Ministries was founded in 2012 by 
Reverend Dr. Sharon Smith and Reverend Caroline Penhale. Sharon 
is a former occupational therapist whose doctoral research focused 
on the meaning of spirituality for people living with a mental health 
problem. Sharon previously served as a youth pastor and worked in 
acute mental health care in her home country of South Africa. Caroline 
served as a campus minister, and both women were members of 
the Community Mental Health Team formed by the Canadian Mental 
Health Association, where they conducted research focused on 
issues of spirituality in mental health care. Through their work, each 
witnessed firsthand the absence of mental health support within the 
Church and the harmful effect this absence had on people of faith 
who were diagnosed with mental health problems. They founded 
Sanctuary in order to equip the Church to make a difference in the 
lives of individuals struggling with mental health problems. Today, the 
ministry continues this mission by raising awareness and providing 
faith-based educational resources and training to promote mental 
wellness. (If you are interested in learning more about Sanctuary’s 
programming, please see Appendix B.)

Before you begin, please 
take a moment to watch the 
introductory film. A transcript 
of the film can be found in 
Appendix D.

Technically, the term “mental 
health problem” can be used 
in the following ways: 1) it 
can refer to a diagnosed 
mental illness; 2) it can refer 
to symptoms that are not 
severe enough to be classified 
as a mental illness; 3) it can 
refer to generally poor mental 
health and the absence of 
positive life experiences. 
However, in this course the 
term “mental health problem” 
will be used to describe any 
experience of poor mental 
health, regardless of whether it 
includes symptoms of illness. 
The term “mental illness” will 
only be used when referring to 
a diagnosed mental illness.

WATCH VIDEO

https://vimeo.com/359163892/d17293d7b0
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DISCUSSION QUESTION 
Throughout the course you will encounter prompts with recommended discussion 
questions. These questions are designed to help you engage interactively with the 
content and process the reading personally. However, it should be noted that these 
questions are not mandatory; they are simply invitations. Any member of the group 
is free to decline an invitation at any time, and the group as a whole may decide to 
skip over a question if it seems unhelpful. Here is the first question to get you started. 

What do you think of when you hear the term “mental health?”

AN INTRODUCTION TO THE COURSE
Now that you know more about Sanctuary, it is time to talk about 
this session. It is a little different from the sessions that will follow; 
today you will be introduced to the goals of The Sanctuary Course 
and familiarized with the format of the sessions. Your group will 
also have a chance to get to know one another! 

SCRIPTURE: PSALM 42:1-2
 
Every session will begin with a reading from Psalm 42.3 Throughout 
history, people have turned to the psalms in order to express the 
deepest cries of the human heart. Life is filled with highs and lows, 
and the psalms capture all of these emotions and experiences and 
teach us to bring them before God in prayer and worship. Psalm 42 is 
a specific type of psalm known as “lament.” It contains both the raw 
and desperate prayers of those who are suffering, and the confident 
proclamation of hope in God’s goodness. Although the psalmist 
is writing about the experience of exile, there are many analogies 
that can be drawn between the longing for a physical home and the 
longing for healing in mind, body, and spirit. 

There are several ways your group can engage with the verses shared 
each week. You may want to sit in silence, taking a few moments to 
reflect on the psalm as a form of personal prayer. You may choose 
to read the verses aloud and discuss them, sharing your thoughts, 
questions, and observations with one another. Or you may come up 
with a predetermined set of questions to guide your group in reading 
and processing the verses together. 

Here is the reading for this session:

As a deer longs for flowing streams,
    so my soul longs for you, O God.
My soul thirsts for God,
    for the living God.
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After the reading, a few reflections will be provided that relate the 
psalm to the session content. In these opening verses the psalmist 
writes about a desperate need for God. There are many experiences 
in life that can produce desperation within us, and poor mental 
health is certainly one. How comforting it is to be reminded that our 
God is a living God, and that he hears and responds to the longing 
of our hearts.

DISCUSSION QUESTION
How would your group like to interact with the Psalm 42 reading each week?

SESSION OVERVIEW
Every week a session overview will be provided with three main 
teaching points highlighted. This is meant to give you an idea of 
where the session is headed. Feel free to refer back to these points 
during group discussions.

In this session you will:
1. Explore the need for Church engagement in the broader mental 

health conversation
2. Consider the psychological, social, and theological components 

of mental health
3. Discuss the role that community plays in mental health support 

and recovery

CORE CONTENT
This is where you dive into the session topic. Typically the core 
content will be divided into three sections (more on that in a moment). 
However, today will be spent talking more generally about the goals 
of the course and providing some helpful guidelines for your group. 
This will set you up for the best possible learning experience. If you 
haven’t already, this is a good place to stop and view the introductory 
film with suggestions for organizing your small group.

In the beginning of the introduction some statistics were referenced 
that reveal the widespread effect of mental health problems in society 
today. Research suggests that almost everyone will be impacted by 
mental health problems at some point in their lives. This fact alone 
should cause the Church to pay attention. After all, we are called to 
demonstrate God’s love through the way we care for those in need—and 
individuals struggling with mental health problems represent a large 
population in need of care. How many of the people attending Sunday 
services in local congregations are silently suffering from depression, 
anxiety, or some other form of illness? Do they feel seen, understood, 
and supported by their community of faith? These questions must be 
raised and discussed if we want to fulfill our mission as disciples of 
Christ and love one another well. 
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However, there is another reason why the Church should pay 
attention to the topic of mental health. According to the Mental 
Health Commission of Canada, individuals affected by mental 
health problems will often seek help from spiritual leaders first 
and foremost.4 This is true for a variety of reasons. For some it is 
a matter of access: they find it difficult to schedule an appointment 
with a doctor, navigate lengthy waitlists, find transportation to and 
from appointments, or pay for services that aren’t covered by public 
health care. For others it is a matter of comfort: they are overwhelmed 
by the idea of discussing something as vulnerable as mental health 
with a stranger, and so they seek out the familiar face of a pastor or 
priest for advice and assistance. These are just some of the reasons 
why the Church is viewed as a potential resource for people facing 
mental health problems.

Given this reality, it is disheartening to hear so many reports from 
individuals who were not met with understanding in their local 
congregation. One survey conducted among Christians diagnosed 
with depression found that most churches are unprepared to address 
the topic of mental health. Teaching and worship often fail to meet the 
experiential needs of those with mental health problems, and fellow 
congregants are uneducated regarding mental health.5 This is certainly 
not the case in every church, and the congregations that advocate for 
mental health and provide meaningful support for those with mental 
health problems should be acknowledged and celebrated. But many 
believers want to see more churches growing and succeeding in these 
areas. If individuals struggling with mental health are turning to us for 
help, then we need to be prepared to provide it!

This is why The Sanctuary Course was created: to raise awareness 
and start conversations in local churches regarding mental health. 
These are the primary goals of the course. In order to achieve these 
goals, three different perspectives on mental health and mental 
health problems will be highlighted: the psychological, the social, 
and the theological. Don’t be intimidated by these technical terms. 
Whether you know it or not, your life is already impacted on a daily 
basis by the dynamics these terms represent. Let’s take a brief look 
at each one.

THE PSYCHOLOGICAL 
PERSPECTIVE

The dictionary defines psychology as “the scientific study of the 
human mind and its functions, especially those affecting behavior 
in a given context.”6 This is the field responsible for studying and 
treating mental health problems. Academic research and clinical 
diagnoses will occasionally be referenced in this course, but most 
of the exploration in the field of psychology will be descriptive. In 
other words, each session will contain a section that attempts to 

The Sanctuary Course 
was created to RAISE 
AWARENESS and START 
CONVERSATIONS in 
local churches regarding 
mental health.

Many people are unclear 
about the difference 
between psychology 
and psychiatry. While 
both psychologists and 
psychiatrists are trained in 
talk therapy, psychiatrists 
are also medical doctors 
licensed to prescribe 
medication.
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describe the personal, internal experience of individuals living with 
mental health problems. This approach is not intended to produce 
experts or mental health professionals. Instead, it is designed to 
help you grow in awareness of mental health problems, respond 
with empathy to those who are suffering, and learn through listening 
to the stories of individuals who have lived experience. 

It is important to let individuals impacted by mental health problems 
be heard in their own words. When you listen to someone’s story, 
you take the time to view the world from their perspective. This 
awakens empathy and challenges unfair judgments. As part of 
the psychological perspective shared in each session, you will be 
invited to view short films of individuals with lived experience. The 
specific mental health problem discussed in each film will always be 
identified in advance so that members of your group can individually 
determine whether or not to participate in the viewing. 

Today you will be meeting Darrell, who has experienced depression 
and has struggled with suicidal thoughts. 

WATCH VIDEO

“Lived experience” is a term 
used to describe the personal 
experience of living with a 
mental health problem.

DISCUSSION QUESTION
How does Darrell’s story illustrate the importance of talking about mental health in the Church?

THE SOCIAL PERSPECTIVE
The social perspective in each session will focus on the ways that 
mental health affects not just individuals, but also relationships and 
communities of faith. This aspect of the lived experience of mental 
health problems is often overlooked in professional treatment, 
but recent research suggests that meaningful relationships and 
supportive communities play a key role in recovery. Devoting an 
entire section of core content to this perspective will give you the 
opportunity to examine the unique ways that the Church can help its 
members thrive when it comes to mental health.

THE THEOLOGICAL PERSPECTIVE
Theology is a broad term used to refer to the study of God and 
religion.7 In this course the biblical themes of suffering, healing, 
hope, and love will be considered as they relate to the experience 
of mental health problems. You will also have the opportunity to 
wrestle with some of the questions and concerns Christians have 
when it comes to mental health care. The ultimate goal is to help you 
integrate faith and the journey of mental health. 

https://vimeo.com/358193938/4ca462f17b
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In each session relevant mental health topics will be examined 
through the lens of these three perspectives—the psychological, 
the social, and the theological. At the end of the day, your church 
community will be strengthened in its ability to understand the 
complexities of mental health problems and cultivate sustainable 
hope as you participate in this examination process. The Sanctuary 
Course is not meant to be used as a tool for developing a mental 
health ministry or designing an individual recovery plan. Instead, this 
course will help you build a mental health vocabulary within your 
community so that honest and meaningful conversations can take 
place. In time these conversations may become the foundation of 
change, transforming the Church in its efforts to love and support 
individuals living with mental health problems. 

You may have noticed by now that community is talked about 
quite a bit in this course. In fact, The Sanctuary Course is designed 
to encourage communities. You may receive some benefit from 
reading through the following sessions on your own, but it is strongly 
recommended that you go through them with a small group. These 
sessions are designed to be read aloud in a group setting because 
community is created and strengthened through shared learning 
experiences. You are encouraged to share your questions with your 
group, as well as any personal experiences that might illuminate 
the session topic. The information presented in this course is 
introductory in nature, which means that you don’t need to have 
any prior training or experience in the area of mental health in order 
to participate. The Sanctuary Course is available to all community 
members—those with and without lived experience. 

One note of caution should be sounded here. This course sometimes 
deals with difficult and painful subjects which can affect participants 
emotionally. Your group may want to take some time at the end of 
this session to talk about how you will respond to one another in 
these sensitive moments. A sample set of discussion guidelines and 
boundaries have been provided in Appendix A for your reference. 

EXERCISE: LISTENING WELL
A group exercise or a series of reflection questions will be included at 
the end of each session. These exercises and questions are designed 
to help you process and apply the information you have just read. 
Since this is the very first session, here is an exercise intended to 
help you get to know one another and practice supportive listening 
at the same time. Each member of the group should take 2-3 minutes 
to share his or her reason for participating in The Sanctuary Course. 
While each individual is speaking, the rest of the group should follow 
these listening guidelines:

1. Be aware that listening wholly and attentively is a gift you offer 
to others.

The following topics will be 
covered in this course: 

• Mental Health 
• Mental Illness 
• Stigma 
• Recovery 
• Companionship 
• Self-Care
• The Church
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2. Be aware of your body language; sit in a way that communicates 
openness and displays your willingness to listen.

3. Listen not only to the words being spoken, but to the emotions 
being expressed.

4. Don’t rush to come up with a response; slow down and focus on 
simply understanding.

After the speaker is done sharing, select a person from the group to ask 
one or two questions. Follow these guidelines for framing questions:

1. The best questions are simple, brief, and to the point.
2. Avoid asking questions with right or wrong answers. Instead, ask 

“how,” “what,” or “why” questions. These encourage reflection 
and uncover deeper meaning.

3. Ask questions that help the speaker identify important feelings, 
images, concerns, and hopes in his or her story.

4. Embrace moments of silence; leave space between questions 
and answers to encourage further reflection and listening.

PRAYER
Each session will close with either a prayer or spiritual practice. 
This poem by Andy Raine is a prayerful meditation that reflects the 
journey we hope to take in the coming weeks. May these words 
inspire you and direct your vision for this course.

I am not here to pass judgement
or point the finger at anyone.

My name was written in the sand
as one who is forgiven.

Strengthened with hope, impervious to shame,
I will walk freely like the freshness

of the dry lands after rain.

Let light spill out of heaven
through my life,

dispelling mediocrity and silent blame.
Too many people, guilt-stricken, wounded,

walk in regret,
feeling bad about failing,

apologise even for breathing.

Raw belief, a passion for others
grows in me,

encircling each moment
with instinctive prayer.

I will carry the freshness
of the dry lands after rain.

Compassion lives in me again.

Amen.8

Optional  Discussion Question: 
What resonated with you in 
this session?
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