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SESSION 5
RECOVERY
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SCRIPTURE: PSALM 42:8
By day the Lord commands his steadfast love,
  and at night his song is with me,
  a prayer to the God of my life.

This verse reflects the truth that God has not abandoned his people, 
even though they are in exile. The steadfast love of God knows 
no boundaries, physically or emotionally. Every day and every 
night present the psalmist with fresh opportunities for prayerful 
communion. This is the foundational hope expressed in Psalm 42, 
and there are echoes of this hope within the concept of mental 
health recovery.
 

SESSION OVERVIEW
In this session you will:
1. Redefine your understanding of recovery
2. Examine the stages of recovery
3. Explore the relationship between healing and recovery

CORE CONTENT

THE PSYCHOLOGICAL 
PERSPECTIVE ON RECOVERY

Session 3 asked the question, “What happens after a diagnosis is 
received?” Today that question will be answered as you look at the 
subject of recovery. For individuals living with a diagnosed mental 
disorder, recovery may involve medication, specific types of therapy, 
and other clinical interventions. But recovery should not be reduced 
to these elements, or limited to individuals with a diagnosis. Anyone 
who has experienced languishing mental health or faced a mental 
health challenge can engage in the process of recovery. 

So, what is recovery? It is helpful to start by identifying what recovery 
is not. It is not an instant solution. It is not a one-time achievement. 
It is not the complete elimination of symptoms. Instead, recovery is 
a dynamic process. When something is described as “dynamic,” it is 
constantly changing and progressing. For this reason, people often 
use the metaphor of a journey to capture the essence of recovery. 
Take a look at a few definitions from some leading mental health 
organizations: 

“Recovery is a self-determined and holistic journey that people 
undertake to heal and grow. Recovery is facilitated by relationships 
and environments that provide hope, empowerment, choices and 
opportunities...” 1

Optional Discussion Question: 
Take a moment to share your 
understanding of recovery 
with the group.
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“Recovery is the personal process that people with mental health 
conditions experience in gaining control, meaning, and purpose in 
their lives. Recovery involves different things for different people. 
For some, recovery means the complete absence of the symptoms 
of mental illness. For others, recovery means living a full life in the 
community while learning to live with ongoing symptoms.”2 

In addition to viewing recovery as a journey or process, these 
definitions also emphasize the bio/psycho/social/spiritual model. 
You may recall that Session 3 talked about the many “layers” of 
human experience that are affected by mental health problems. 
These same layers are also involved in recovery. This is why the 
definitions above talk about the importance of reducing physical 
and emotional symptoms (the biological and psychological layers of 
mental health problems); the importance of cultivating relationships 
and supportive communities (the social layer of mental health 
problems); and the importance of discovering hope, meaning, and 
purpose (the spiritual layer of mental health problems). As you can 
see, the process of recovery involves every aspect of life.

Stop for a moment and imagine that you are on a journey. In your hand 
is a map, with a trail labeled RECOVERY. The dotted lines marking 
the trail twist and turn across the paper, occasionally looping back 
on themselves. It isn’t a straight path, and there is no clearly-labeled 
destination. However, there are several significant landmarks that 
dominate the trail: a mountain, a lake, a forest, a valley, and a river. 
As you encounter each one in your journey, it confirms that you 
haven’t strayed from the path. You are still on the trail of RECOVERY. 
What do each of these landmarks represent? In other words, what 
identifies the process of mental health recovery in the real world? 
Mary Ellen Copeland is a researcher and mental health advocate 
known for her development of WRAP® (Wellness Recovery Action 
Plan). Copeland’s work has been recognized by the United States 
Psychiatric Rehabilitation Association, and has shaped much of 
the current thinking on recovery in the field of mental health. Her 
research has shown that effective recovery journeys incorporate five 
realities, listed here in no particular order: 

 
HOPE
The journey of recovery includes discovering and cultivating hope 
for the future.

IDENTITY
The journey of recovery includes establishing a positive sense of 
identity.
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RESPONSIBILITY
The journey of recovery includes taking personal responsibility for 
building a meaningful life.

EDUCATION
The journey of recovery includes pursuing the education and 
information needed for self-advocacy and self-care. 

COMMUNITY
The journey of recovery includes developing support systems and 
engaging in community.

While all five of these realities are significant elements (or 
“landmarks”) of recovery, different people will experience each 
reality in different ways and at different times in their journey. 

So far this discussion of recovery has focused on “what it feels 
like from the inside-out.” In other words, if you are suffering from a 
mental health problem and beginning your own journey of recovery, 
you will soon discover that it is not a straightforward process and 
that it involves almost every aspect of your life. However, for those 
who are observing recovery from the outside-in, it may be helpful 
to think about the journey in four different stages:

1. DEPENDENT UNAWARE
This term describes individuals who are unaware of their 
mental health problem and are dependent upon the help and 
support of others.

In this stage individuals may not realize that they are 
experiencing a mental health problem, may not have the 
language to communicate their experience, or may simply 
reject their diagnosis. This stage is often characterized by 
shame, hopelessness, and a reliance on a few trusted people 
to manage symptoms.

2. DEPENDENT AWARE
This term describes individuals who are aware of their mental 
health problem but remain dependent upon the help and 
support of others (often because they are still in crisis or are 
in a vulnerable state of recovery).
In this stage individuals have accepted the realities of 
their mental health problem and are aware of the need for 

Optional Discussion Question: 
Take a moment and reflect 
on additional elements of 
recovery that have been or 
might be important to you. 
Share your reflections as a 
group.
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assistance and change. Often dependency is shifted from 
friends and family to professionals. This stage is characterized 
by a growing knowledge of resources, emotional sensitivity, and 
the need for encouragement.

3. INDEPENDENT AWARE
This term describes individuals who are aware of their mental 
health problem and are able to independently care for themselves 
accordingly.

In this stage individuals begin to take responsibility for 
managing their mental health problems. There is generally a 
greater awareness of resources, a greater involvement in the 
community, and an ability to educate self and others regarding 
recovery needs.

4. INTERDEPENDENT AWARE
This term describes individuals who are aware of their mental 
health problem, independently care for themselves, and 
contribute to the overall health of the community.

In this stage individuals are able to serve as a model of recovery 
for others experiencing mental health problems. There is a 
renewed ability to cultivate reciprocal relationships and to 
contribute to the life of the community while maintaining healthy 
boundaries and goals for personal recovery.3

One thing to avoid in this discussion is the assumption that an 
individual in recovery will move through all four stages in the order 
they are listed, without any pauses, detours, or steps backwards. 
This simply is not the case, because every mental health journey is 
unique. Remember the twisting, turning RECOVERY trail? That is still 
the best picture of recovery in the real world. Think of these stages 
as helpful guidelines for assessing needs and setting goals in the 
midst of recovery.

DISCUSSION QUESTION
What is the difference between a goal and a process? What are the implications of 
understanding recovery as a process?

Remember, 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.

Today you will be meeting Julie, who lives with bipolar disorder.
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WATCH VIDEO

DISCUSSION QUESTION
What elements of recovery can you identify in Julie’s story?

THE SOCIAL PERSPECTIVE ON RECOVERY
The concept of recovery defined here is a relatively recent idea in the 
field of mental health. For centuries the majority of society believed 
that individuals suffering from mental illness or mental health 
problems were destined to live without any hope of a cure. Asylums 
and mental institutions rarely offered any form of rehabilitation, and 
often people were committed for life. This started to change in the 
twentieth century, when psychiatric medicine began questioning 
these assumptions and experimenting with new forms of therapy. 

In 1987 a group of researchers published the results of a lengthy 
study that followed 1300 individuals diagnosed with severe mental 
disorders. “The Vermont Longitudinal Study of Persons With 
Severe Mental Illness” found that over the course of 32 years, 34% 
of the patients made a complete recovery and an additional 34% 
experienced significant improvements in their mental health.4 These 
results defied every expectation. Despite being told that they would 
suffer from mental illness for their entire lives, more than half of the 
study participants either improved or recovered altogether. 

Why are you reading about the results of this study? Stop and 
consider the following question: What would have happened if 
the individuals participating in the study had been given reasons 
to hope for recovery? What if they had been empowered to find 
meaning in the midst of their illness and given the chance to take 
personal responsibility for their mental health? How many more 
would have experienced recovery under these conditions? The way 
that communities think about mental health problems and recovery 
really matters, because these thoughts help shape the treatments 
that are developed and the support systems that are put in place. 
When communities embrace the possibility of recovery, they will 
create environments that provide hope, identity, empowerment, 
education, and relationships, thus increasing the rate of recovery.
 
In the next two sessions some of the practical ways that communities 
can promote recovery will be examined more closely. For now, 
however, take a moment to reflect with your group. 

DISCUSSION QUESTION 
How is recovery defined in your community? How is it supported? 
Are there areas where growth is needed?

https://vimeo.com/358194376/f6ead90344
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THE THEOLOGICAL PERSPECTIVE ON 
RECOVERY

Optional Discussion Question: 
Share a personal experience 
related to one of these three 
forms of healing. Are you 
more comfortable with a 
particular understanding of 
healing?

One of the ways you can work towards integrating faith and mental 
health is by thinking carefully about language. The Bible is filled with 
promises of restoration and redemption, and with miraculous stories 
of healing. How do these theological terms and narratives relate 
to the concept of recovery? Is there a difference between healing 
and recovery? In order to answer these questions, it is necessary to 
explore the meaning of the term “healing.” This term can be used in 
at least three different ways. 

1. Miracle 

Healing can refer to an instantaneous and supernatural recovery. 
In the Gospels we learn that Jesus opened blind eyes and deaf 
ears, banished fevers, helped the lame walk, and even raised 
individuals from death. This form of healing is a wonderful gift, 
but it is very different from the concept of recovery outlined in 
this session. 

2. Current Process 

Healing can also refer to the natural processes and resources 
that God has given to humanity. Broken bones and broken hearts 
are designed to mend over time. These are just two examples 
of the healing grace that infuses our everyday lives—a grace 
that appears so organically and incrementally, we may not even 
recognize it as a divine gift. The process of recovery is best 
understood as another example of this form of healing. 

3. Future Promise 

Scripture tells us that healing is the ultimate destination of creation. 
In an earlier session you read these verses from Revelation: 

And I heard a loud voice from the throne saying, “See, the home of God 
is among mortals. He will dwell with them; they will be his peoples, 
and God himself will be with them; he will wipe every tear from their 
eyes. Death will be no more; mourning and crying and pain will be 
no more, for the first things have passed away.” (Revelation 21:3-4)

The promise of complete restoration is the unique and glorious 
hope of our faith. On the day when we finally experience this form 
of healing, recovery will no longer be necessary.

Like healing, recovery is a current process available by the grace of 
God. While it is good to embrace this gift and encourage individuals 
with mental health problems to utilize every available resource in 
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their recovery journeys, it is also important to cherish the future hope 
given to us in Christ. This hope can be a great source of strength to 
those who are battling feelings of fatigue and discouragement in 
their recovery.

In addition to providing us with assured future hope, our faith can 
support recovery by helping us find meaning within our mental health 
journeys. At the beginning of this session we noted that regaining 
a sense of meaning and purpose is part of the recovery process. 
Many Christians living with mental health problems have discovered 
unexpected gifts of grace in the midst of their suffering. These gifts 
may include:

• greater compassion for others (2 Corinthians 1:3-4)
• greater dependency on God (2 Corinthians 12:7-10)
• greater trust in God (Job 13:15; Habakkuk 3:17-18)
• a deeper revelation of Christ’s suffering 
• a deeper revelation of the fragility of life (Isaiah 40:6-8; 2 

Corinthians 4:16-18)
• the cultivation of patience and humility (Romans 5:3-4)
• experiential knowledge of spiritual realities

When people are able to discover a purpose beyond their pain, this can 
set them free from bitterness and doubt. Everyone encounters obstacles 
and experiences suffering in life, but the ability to move forward with 
renewed hope and faith is a sure sign of recovery and healing!

DISCUSSION QUESTION
Have you ever received an unexpected gift during a season of suffering?

EXERCISE: LECTIO DIVINA
Lectio Divina (a Latin term meaning “Divine Reading”) is a devotional 
method of reading Scripture that is meant to help the reader 
experience communion with God through the text. Your group will 
be engaging in a slightly modified version of the traditional practice. 
Select four individuals to serve as readers, and follow the script 
provided. Once all four readings are completed, your group may 
choose to share about the experience.

Reader 1: The first reading is for the purpose of understanding. 
Listen to the passage, and consider its meaning.

And not only that, but we also boast in our sufferings, knowing that 
suffering produces endurance, and endurance produces character, and 
character produces hope, and hope does not disappoint us, because 
God’s love has been poured into our hearts through the Holy Spirit that 
has been given to us. (Romans 5:3-5)
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(Allow several moments of silence after the reading is completed.)

Reader 2: The second reading is for the purpose of personal 
meditation and contemplation. Listen to the passage, and notice 
any words, phrases, or images that resonate with you. Is there an 
invitation being extended through the text?

And not only that, but we also boast in our sufferings, knowing that 
suffering produces endurance, and endurance produces character, and 
character produces hope, and hope does not disappoint us, because 
God’s love has been poured into our hearts through the Holy Spirit that 
has been given to us. (Romans 5:3-5)

(Allow several moments of silence after the reading is completed.)

Reader 3: The third reading is for the purpose of prayer. Listen to 
the passage, and then use the time of silence to ask God what he is 
showing you through the text. Respond to him in prayer.

And not only that, but we also boast in our sufferings, knowing that 
suffering produces endurance, and endurance produces character, and 
character produces hope, and hope does not disappoint us, because 
God’s love has been poured into our hearts through the Holy Spirit that 
has been given to us. (Romans 5:3-5)

(Allow several moments of silence after the reading is completed.)

Reader 4: The fourth reading is for the purpose of action. Listen to 
the passage, and consider what God may be calling you to do or be 
in response.

And not only that, but we also boast in our sufferings, knowing that 
suffering produces endurance, and endurance produces character, and 
character produces hope, and hope does not disappoint us, because 
God’s love has been poured into our hearts through the Holy Spirit that 
has been given to us. (Romans 5:3-5)

(Allow several moments of silence after the reading is completed.)
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PRAYER
In his collection of poetry, Parable and Paradox, theologian Malcolm 
Guite writes about holding on to the promise of spring in the midst of 
winter. The changing seasons are a beautiful reminder that suffering 
and death are followed by renewal and life in the redemptive plan 
of God. May you be strengthened by this reminder in your recovery 
journey. 

“Because We Hunkered Down”

These bleak and freezing seasons may mean grace
When they are memory. In time to come

When we speak truth, then they will have their place,
Telling the story of our journey home,

Through dark December and stark January
With all its disappointments, through the murk

And dreariness of frozen February,
When even breathing seemed unwelcome work.

 
Because through all of these we held together,

Because we shunned the impulse to let go,
Because we hunkered down through our dark weather,

And trusted to the soil beneath the snow,
Slowly, slowly, turning a cold key,

Spring will unlock our hearts and set us free.5
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