
                             
 
 

   
 

For weeks, I had struggled to find my breath. No matter how much I tried to breathe, the air wouldn’t reach 
my lungs. It was like I was trying to breathe under water. Although I appeared to have a great career and a roof 
over my head, I was likely to break into tears at any moment: in the car, at the doctor’s office, upon climbing 
into bed. Finally, I called the doctor and said, “I can’t breathe… it feels like no matter what I do, I can’t get a 
full breath… it’s like I’m under water. It’s been like this for weeks.”  
 
I was instructed to go directly to urgent care. There, the doctor did an EKG, an asthma test, and blood work. 
“Everything looks normal,” she said, and she asked me about my life. I told her I was considering going back to 
school, and she told me to read the Tao Te Ching and said I needed to learn to go with the flow.  
 
The flow was my problem! I was under water. I wanted out of the water! Now, don’t get me wrong, a good book, 
a breathing exercise, a visit to my therapist, a relaxing afternoon… those things might provide some 
temporary relief, but soon I’d find myself back under water.  
 
Finally, one day I’d had enough. I went into a different doctor’s office and I said, “They’ve run all the tests and 
I’m fine, but I can’t breathe, I cry all the time, and I can’t take it anymore.” He looked at me and said, “It seems 
like you’re dealing with anxiety. Let’s get you some relief.” He gave me a medication that changed the 
chemical make-up of my brain. It changed what was physically wrong. A week or two later, I woke up one 
morning to realize it was like someone had pulled me up out of the water and let me take a huge gasp, filling 
my lungs completely. That was the beginning of a whole new way of being for me. 
 
According to the National Alliance on Mental Illness, 1 in 5 adults experience some kind of mental illness 
every year. That’s more than the average number of people to get the flu every year, according to the CDC. I 
bet that it wouldn’t surprise you at all if I got in the pulpit and told you about a time I had the flu, but I bet 
you are somewhat surprised to hear me tell you about a time I experienced mental illness. Why is that? 
 
Mental illness carries stigma, and that stigma is partially the result of misunderstandings in the medical 
profession, in social work, and in faith communities and sacred texts. Whether we would ever say that we 
believe mental illness is the result of not trying hard enough, evidence of a weak faith, or punishment for sin, 
we carry those biases unconsciously because that is how stigma works. 
 
Simply learning new information doesn’t make it go away. No matter how much information we as a society 
have received, we remain stigmatized stigmatizers, viewing others’ and our own illness with some degree of 
suspicion.  Studies have shown that information alone doesn’t work to cure that stigma. 
 
The one thing that has been found to work is inter-group events where people with and without mental illness 
come together to hear one another’s stories. Studies of events associated with the “Time to Change” mental 
illness campaign in the UK offer great hope. 
 



   
 

I can’t help but think that we as a church are in an especially good place to listen to one another’s stories. It’s 
one of the things we do as a community. We call it testimony. Rev. Sarah Lund says, “Testimonies only work 
when there is a place to testify, a safe space to tell the truth. And healing happens when testimonies are given 
and received within community.” If in small groups, Bible studies, and even in worship, we found healthy and 
safe ways to tell our stories, what might that be like? How might we participate in God’s work of healing in a 
new way? 
 
I went to the “Time to Change” website and found that one thing they are doing to combat stigma is asking 
people to share their stories online. I was struck by one particular story. This person shared the challenge of 
testifying to mental illness in a culture of stigma. She said that people accuse her of inventing her problems or 
not having self-control. She said people told her she had “rich people” problems. She heard the message that 
this was not an acceptable part of herself to show. She said that she got the message: 

“…I am meant to be a strong, beautiful and successful business woman who has to be first and 
foremost a partner, a lover, a friend, a daughter, a boss. This is who they want to see and who they 
want me to be always.” 

 
When we communicate through our silencing and our silence that we don’t want to hear about mental illness, 
what are we saying to people with mental illness about their identities? About who they are? About which 
parts of them are and are not beloved? Are you only beloved as father, friend, sister, or boss? Or could you 
actually be beloved as one with depression, PTSD, or anxiety? 
 
I think that in order to find answers we have to go back to the beginning. Where does your identity begin?  
Isaiah 43 begins, “But now thus says the Lord, he who created you, O Jacob, he who formed you, O Israel: Do 
not fear, for I have redeemed you; I have called you by name, you are mine.”  
 
The one who created you has called you by name. You are God’s. Every inch of you. God says, “When you pass 
through the waters, I will be with you. When you walk through the flood, it will not sweep over you.” Creation 
is the beginning of our journey. Creation happened when the chaotic waters of the deep heard the breath of 
God. 
We have a symbol for the beginning of a Christian journey. It also involves water. Baptism. The waters of 
creation and baptism both mark beginnings. It’s a powerful symbol. 
 
Water has many functions. Sometimes it’s a relaxing hot tub, sometimes it’s a refreshing drink, but sometimes 
it’s the chaos of a hurricane. Water can be terrifying, but through baptism, we’ve chosen it as the symbol for 
where we begin.  
 
I told you that I spent months feeling like I was trying to breathe under water. There is nothing more 
miserable and more terrifying than the feeling that mental illness so often brings: feeling trapped, not being 
able to see a way forward, feeling out of control, and unable to breathe.  
But I return to today’s story of Jesus’ baptism. John the Baptist lowered Jesus into the darkness and chaos of 
the water that day,  and when he came up to the surface, gasped, and air filled his lungs, he heard the voice 
that was calling from heaven, the one we all hear when we come up for air, saying, “You are my beloved child.” 
 
Friends, there is no shame in having been through the waters, whatever those waters were for you… addiction, 
eating disorder, anxiety, depression, suicidal ideations, PTSD… those are the waters you have come through or 
will come through. There is one who has been through the waters himself and was with you in those waters. It 



   
 

is his voice you hear most clearly when you come up for air; that voice that whispers to you who you really are, 
who you have always been, “You are beloved.” Amen. 
 


