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DISCUSSION GUIDE

Welcome to The Sanctuary Course. This course was born 
out of the conviction that informed and empathetic 
conversations about mental health challenges can transform 
communities of faith.

The Sanctuary Course has been 
developed in consultation with mental 
health professionals, theologians, and 
people with lived experience—all from 
diverse denominational, racial, and 
cultural backgrounds. There are eight 
sessions, and each one addresses a 
different mental health-related topic. 
You do not need to have any prior 
WUDLQLQJ�RU�H[SHULHQFH�LQ�WKH�ˋHOG�RI�PHQWDO�KHDOWK�LQ�RUGHU�
to participate, however. The information presented in this 
course is introductory, and the mental health conversation 
is available to all community members.

(DFK�VHVVLRQ�LV�DFFRPSDQLHG�E\�D�ˋOP�IHDWXULQJ�WKH�VWRU\�
of a person of faith with lived experience. It is important 
for individuals with mental health challenges to speak 
for themselves, and it is equally important for church 
communities to listen well. When you listen to someone’s 
story, it can broaden your perspective, reframe your 
understanding, and awaken your empathy.

EMPATHETIC

INFORMED

«  For a more detailed 
bm|uo7�1ঞom�|o�|_;�
1o�uv;ķ�rѴ;-v;�u;=;u�|o�|_;�
�-uঞ1br-m|Ľv Guide.

«  Lived experience is a 
|;ul��v;7�|o�u;=;u�|o�|_;�
personal experience of 
Ѵb�bm]��b|_�-�l;m|-Ѵ�_;-Ѵ|_�
1_-ѴѴ;m];�ou illness.
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These discussion guides have been designed to shape your time together.  
7KH\�RIIHU�UHˌHFWLRQV�RQ�VFULSWXUH��OLQNV�WR�YLHZ�WKH�VHVVLRQ�
ˋOPV��GLVFXVVLRQ�TXHVWLRQV��VXPPDULHV�RI�FRXUVHERRN�FRQWHQW��
original works of art exploring mental health themes, and group 
exercises. It is important to note that they are merely guides. 
You may decide to modify or remove certain components, spend 
more or less time on particular conversations, and make other 
adjustments based on your group’s unique needs. With this 
in mind, here are a few helpful notes regarding the discussion 
guides:

You can read through the discussion guides out loud 
GXULQJ�\RXU�JURXS�PHHWLQJ��SDXVLQJ�WR�ZDWFK�WKH�ˋOPV�DQG�
engage with the questions. This will facilitate a shared learning experience.

While conversation is encouraged, there is no obligation to participate in 
discussions or answer every question. Only share when you are ready, and do 
not share more than you are comfortable with. 

3OHDVH�PDNH�VXUH�WKDW�WKH�ˋOP�GHVFULSWLRQV�DUH�UHDG�RXW�ORXG�SULRU�WR�YLHZLQJ��
and that group members who do not want to participate in the viewing are 
given time to exit the room or turn off their screens. 

Finally, your group may want to review the suggested group guidelines located 
in Appendix A before proceeding further.

Thank you again for invest ing your t ime in  this  course.

«

«

«

«

«  )_bѴ;��;�u;1oll;m7�|_-|�
;-1_�r-uঞ1br-m|�1olrѴ;|;�
|_;�1o�uv;0ooh�u;-7bm]�bm�
-7�-m1;�o=�|_;�]uo�r�l;;ঞm]ķ�
�;�u;1o]mb�;�|_-|�|_bv�bv�mo|�
-Ѵ�-�v�rovvb0Ѵ;ĺ�$_;�7bv1�vvbom�
]�b7;v�-m7�CѴlv��bѴѴ�_b]_Ѵb]_|�
|_;�lov|�blrou|-m|�1om|;m|ķ�
;mv�ubm]�|_-|�;�;u�om;�
bv�-0Ѵ;�|o�r-uঞ1br-|;�bm�
]uo�r�1om�;uv-ঞomvĺ�
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OPENING PSALM

Each session will begin with a reading from Psalm 42. There are several ways your 
group can engage with the verses. You may want to sit in silence, taking a few 
PRPHQWV�WR�UHˌHFW�RQ�WKH�SVDOP�LQGLYLGXDOO\��<RX�PD\�FKRRVH�WR�UHDG�WKH�YHUVHV�
aloud and discuss them, sharing your questions and observations with one another. 
You may also incorporate the verses into a time of corporate prayer. Below the 
YHUVHV�\RX�ZLOO�ˋQG�D�UHˌHFWLRQ�WKDW�UHODWHV�WKH�SVDOP�WR�WKH�VHVVLRQ�FRQWHQW��7KLV�
UHˌHFWLRQ�FDQ�EH�UHDG�DORXG�

$V�D�GHHU�ORQJV�IRU�ˌRZLQJ�VWUHDPV�
so my soul longs for you, O God.

My soul thirsts for God,
for the living God.  (Psalm 42:1-2, NRSV)

3VDOP����LV�D�VSHFLˋF�W\SH�RI�SVDOP�NQRZQ�DV�ODPHQW��,W�FRQWDLQV�ERWK�WKH�UDZ�DQG�
GHVSHUDWH�SUD\HUV�RI�WKRVH�ZKR�DUH�VXIIHULQJ��DQG�WKH�FRQˋGHQW�SURFODPDWLRQ�RI�
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. In these opening verses, 
the psalmist voices a desperate need for God. There are many experiences in life 
that can produce desperation within us, including a mental health challenge or 
FULVLV��+RZHYHU��WKH�SVDOPLVW�ˋQGV�FRPIRUW�LQ�FDOOLQJ�RXW�WR�D�OLYLQJ�*RGȠD�*RG�ZKR�
is real, and present, and listening. May the revelation of the living God be a source 
of comfort to you as well.

	bv1�vvbom� �;vঞom

• �o���o�Ѳ7��o��7;Cm;�l;m|-Ѳ�_;-Ѳ|_Ĵ

«  $_;v;�t�;vঞomv�-u;�mo|�
l-m7-|ou�ĸ�|_;��-u;�vblrѴ��
bm�b|-ঞomvĺ��m��l;l0;u�o=�
|_;�]uo�r�bv�=u;;�|o�7;1Ѵbm;�
-m�bm�b|-ঞom�-|�-m��ঞl;ķ�-m7�
|_;�]uo�r�-v�-��_oѴ;�l-��
7;1b7;�|o�vhbr�o�;u�-�t�;vঞom�
b=�b|�v;;lv��m_;Ѵr=�Ѵĺ
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VIEW FILM

Today you will meet Matthew, who lives with generalized anxiety disorder (GAD) 
and primarily obsessional obsessive-compulsive disorder (primarily obsessional 
2&'���7KH�WKHUDSHXWLF�LQWHUYHQWLRQV�GHVFULEHG�LQ�WKLV�ˋOP�DUH�QRW�SUHVFULSWLYH��
Please consult your doctor or counselor if you are seeking treatment for anxiety, 
depression, or OCD.

GAD is characterized by excessive anxiety, lasting at least six months and 
accompanied by cognitive and physical symptoms such as irritability, fatigue, 
PXVFOH�DFKHV��DQG�GLIˋFXOW\�VOHHSLQJ��3ULPDULO\�REVHVVLRQDO�2&'�RFFXUV�ZKHQ�
individuals experience unwanted, recurring, and intrusive thoughts that cause 
distress, but do not necessarily lead to compulsive behaviors.

	bv1�vvbom� �;vঞomv

• )_-|�v|oo7�o�|�|o��o��bm��-�_;�Ļv�v|ou�Ĵ�
• );u;�|_;u;�;Ѳ;l;m|v�o=��-�_;�Ļv�v|ou��|_-|�v�urubv;7��o��ou�
� u;vom-|;7��b|_��o�Ĵ
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THE PSYCHOLOGICAL PERSPECTIVE

It is important to think carefully about our understanding 
of mental health and illness. The mental health continuum 
�UHIHUHQFHG�E\�-DQH�%RUQ�LQ�WKH�ˋOP��KHOSV�XV�GR�MXVW�WKDW��
According to this model, mental illnesses are not the only factors 
that impact mental health. Other factors include the ability to 
feel good, think clearly, form positive relationships, engage in meaningful work, and 
FRQQHFW�WR�FRPPXQLW\��7KLV�PHDQV�WKDW�HYHU\RQH�FDQ�H[SHULHQFH�ˌRXULVKLQJ�DQG�
languishing, regardless of whether or not they live with a mental health challenge. 
Here is the mental health continuum:

� Please see Appendix B 
=ou�|_;�7;Cmbঞomv�o=�l;m|-Ѵ�
_;-Ѵ|_ķ�l;m|-Ѵ�bѴѴm;vvķ�
-m7�o|_;u�h;��|;ulvĺ

	bv1�vvbom� �;vঞomv

• )_-|�7o;v�|_bv�lo7;Ѳ�v_o���o��-0o�|�|_;�u;Ѳ-ࢼomv_br�0;|�;;m�
� _;-Ѳ|_�-m7�bѲѲm;vvĴ�
• )_��7o��o��|_bmh�|_-|�l;m|-Ѳ�_;-Ѳ|_�bv�mo|�7;Cm;7�-v�|_;�-0v;m1;�
� o=�l;m|-Ѳ�bѲѲm;vvĴ
• $_bmh�0-1h�|o�-�v;-vom�o=�Ѳ-m]�bv_bm]�ou�Yo�ubv_bm]�bm��o�u�Ѳb=;ĸ�
� )_-|��;u;�vol;�o=�|_;�1om|ub0ࢼ�m]�=-1|ouvĴ

No 
Mental
Illness

Mental
Illness

Languishing Mental Health

Flourishing Mental Health

Thriving
 without
Illness

Surviving
without 
Illness

Surviving 
with

Illness

Thriving 
with

Illness
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THE SOCIAL PERSPECTIVE

The coursebook highlights the important role that community can play in 
promoting mental health and supporting recovery. Research shows that social 
support is critical when it comes to coping with stress, and the reduction of 
stress can have a significant impact on recovery. Some studies even suggest 
that faith communities are particularly effective when it comes to cultivating 
resilience and promoting recovery. These studies have found that in addition 
to providing social support, faith communities equip individuals with coping 
techniques rooted in spiritual practices, and offer a sense of comfort, hope, and 
meaning in the midst of crisis.

	bv1�vvbom� �;vঞomv

• )_-|�uoѲ;�7b7�1oll�mb|��rѲ-��bm��-�_;�Ļv�l;m|-Ѳ�_;-Ѳ|_�fo�um;�Ĵ
• �v�1_oѲo]bv|��bѲѲ-u���1�ub7;�v|-|;v�|_-|��_;m�b|�1ol;v�|o�
� l;m|-Ѳ�_;-Ѳ|_Ķ�|_;��_�u1_�bv�1-ѲѲ;7�|o�0;�-�rѲ-1;�o=�_;-Ѳbm]Ķ�Ѳo�;Ķ�-m7�
� 1olr-vvbomĸ�)_-|�7o��o��|_bmh�-0o�|�|_bv�v|-|;l;m|Ĵ
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THE MAN I ’VE BECOME
�ub-m�� b�
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ART REFLECTION

The Man I’ve Become, by Brian Liu, is a meditation on identity, mental health, and 
IDLWK��/LX�UHˌHFWV�RQ�FKLOGKRRG�H[SHULHQFHV�RI�GLVFULPLQDWLRQ�DQG�EXOO\LQJ��WKH�
realities of living with anxiety and depression, and the fact that Jesus knows what it 
is like to feel different and be rejected.

	bv1�vvbom� �;vঞomv

• )_-|�7o;v�|_bv�rb;1;�o=�-u|�;�oh;�=ou��o�Ĵ�
• $_;�CѲl�-m7�|_;�1o�uv;0ooh�0o|_�;lr_-vb�;�
� |_;�blrou|-m1;�o=�|_;�0bońrv�1_ońvo1b-Ѳń
� vrbub|�-Ѳ�lo7;Ѳ�o=�l;m|-Ѳ�bѲѲm;vvĸ��m��_-|�
� �-�v�7o;v��b�Ļv�v;Ѳ=ňrou|u-b|�;�rѲou;�ou�
� bѲѲ�v|u-|;�|_bv�lo7;ѲĴ
• $_bmh�-0o�|�-ࢼ�l;��_;m��o��_-7�-�r_�vb1-Ѳ�
� bmf�u��ou�bѲѲm;vvĸ��m��_-|��-�v�7b7�b|�-@;1|�
� �o�u�;loࢼomvĶ��o�u�|_o�]_|vĶ��o�u�-1ࢼ�bࢼ;vĶ�
� -m7��o�u�u;Ѳ-ࢼomv_brvĴ

«  $_;�0boņrv�1_oņvo1b-Ѵņ
spiritual model represents 
|_;�b7;-�|_-|�l;m|-Ѵ�_;-Ѵ|_�
1_-ѴѴ;m];v�-u;�lou;�|_-m�
f�v|�l;7b1-Ѵ�ou�0boѴo]b1-Ѵ�
;�r;ub;m1;vĺ�$_;��-u;�
rv�1_oѴo]b1-Ѵķ�bm�oѴ�bm]�
|_o�]_|vķ�=;;Ѵbm]vķ�-m7�
0;_-�bouvĸ�|_;��-u;�vo1b-Ѵķ�
blr-1ঞm]�u;Ѵ-ঞomv_brvĸ�-m7�
|_;��-u;�vrbub|�-Ѵķ�-@;1ঞm]�
|_;��-��r;orѴ;�r;u1;b�;�
�o7�-m7�;m]-];�bm�|_;bu�
=-b|_ĺ�$_;v;�ľѴ-�;uvĿ�-u;�
present in all experiences 
o=�l;m|-Ѵ�_;-Ѵ|_�1_-ѴѴ;m];vķ�
mo�l-�;u�_o��7b@;u;m|�
|_ov;�;�r;ub;m1;v�l-��0;ĺ
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THE THEOLOGICAL PERSPECTIVE

Theologian John Swinton observes that psalms of lament give us a language to 
articulate our sadness and our brokenness. He describes the structure of lament 
psalms in the following way:

,W�EHJLQV�ZLWK�D�ELJ�RXWEXUVW�RI�DQJHU�DQG�IUXVWUDWLRQ��*RG�VHHPV�WR�KDYH�EURNHQ�
the covenant, this person’s been damaged… But then in most of the psalms—not 
DOO�RI�WKH�SVDOPV��EXW�PRVW�RI�WKH�SVDOPVȠ\RX�FRPH�WR�D�PLGGOH�VHFWLRQ�ZKHUH�
something seems to have changed. The psalmist sees things from a different angle 
and recognizes God’s unending love in the midst of the situation. The situation is 
not transformed, but hope is introduced.

This is one of the ways that our faith can help us understand and process 
experiences of suffering. Lament lets us acknowledge the realities of injustice, fear, 
loneliness, pain, and death—all while holding on to the hope that God is listening to 
our cries, and that he cares. 

	bv1�vvbom� �;vঞomv

• )_-|�uoѲ;�_-v��o�u�=-b|_�rѲ-�;7�bm�v;-vomv�
� o=�v�@;ubm]Ĵ
• 	o��o��;m]-];�bm�Ѳ-l;m|�-v�-�vrbub|�-Ѳ�
� ru-11ࢼ;Ĵ�)_-|�7o;v�Ѳ-l;m|�Ѳooh�Ѳbh;�bm�
� �o�u�Ѳb=;Ĵ
• �u;�|_;u;�0b0Ѳb1-Ѳ�r;uvr;1ࢼ�;v�om�v�@;ubm]�
� |_-|��o��_-�;�=o�m7�;b|_;u�_;Ѳr=�Ѳ�
� ou��m_;Ѳr=�ѲĴ

«  For an overview of 
v;�;u-Ѵ�0b0Ѵb1-Ѵ�r;uvr;1ঞ�;v�
om�v�@;ubm]ķ�v;;�r-];v�
ƑѵŊƑƕ�bm�|_;�1o�uv;0oohĺ
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LISTENING EXERCISE 

One of the ways that churches can support individuals with lived experience is by 
PDNLQJ�VSDFH�WR�OLVWHQ�WR�WKHLU�VWRULHV���,Q�WKH�ˋOP��0DWWKHZȢV�SDVWRU�SURYLGHG�DQ�
excellent example of listening.) This exercise is intended to help you get to know 
one another and practice active listening at the same time. Depending on your 
group size, you may want to break into smaller groups or select a few volunteers to 
model sharing and listening. The person who is sharing should take two to three 
minutes to discuss their reason for participating in The Sanctuary Course. The 
person who is listening should follow these guidelines:

• Be aware that listening wholly and attentively is a gift you offer to others.
• Be aware of your body language. Sit in a way that communicates openness and 

displays your willingness to listen. 
• Listen not only to the words being spoken, but to the emotions being 

expressed. 
• Don’t rush to come up with a response. Slow down and focus on simply 

understanding. 

After the speaker is done sharing, the listener may ask one to two questions. Follow 
these guidelines for framing questions:

• The best questions are simple, brief, and to the point.
• Avoid asking questions with right or wrong answers. Instead, keep things 

open-ended by asking “how,” “what,” or “why” questions. These encourage the 
speaker to uncover deeper meaning.

• ,W�FDQ�EH�KHOSIXO�WR�VXPPDUL]H�DQG�UHˌHFW�EDFN�WR�WKH�VSHDNHU�ZKDW�\RX�KDYH�
heard.

• Embrace moments of silence. Leave space between questions and answers to 
HQFRXUDJH�IXUWKHU�UHˌHFWLRQ�DQG�OLVWHQLQJ�
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CLOSING PRAYER

7KLV�SUD\HU�E\�&DPHURQ�%HOOP�UHˌHFWV�WKH�MRXUQH\�ZH�KRSH�WR�WDNH�LQ�WKH�FRPLQJ�
weeks. May these words inspire you and direct your vision for this course.

When silence shrouds the topic of mental health,
It invites the darkness,
And isolation is soon to follow,
Making us feel so painfully alone—
Alone in our suffering, alone in our struggles.
But these are sorrows and challenges
That were never meant to be borne alone.

It’s hard to see sometimes,
But there is an intricate web that binds us,
All members of the human family,
And it is a holy thing to listen,
Equally holy to invite someone in,
To make space for another shoulder
Under the heavy burden we heft.

God, in your mercy, give us the courage
To reach out our hands,
To allow others to walk alongside us
As we seek treatment, healing, and peace.
God, in your mercy, give us the strength
To light the match, to speak the word,
To banish the darkness.

And when your sacred light surrounds us,
May it illuminate every shimmering thread
That connects us,
Heart to heart, and hand to hand.
Amen.1 
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ENDNOTES

1. Cameron Bellm is an author and poet. To learn more about her work and the 
devotionals she has published, follow her on Instagram: @cameronbellm.

https://www.instagram.com/cameronbellm/?hl=en

