Australian Lutheran College
Opening Lecture 2010

Depression and the Soul

Stephen Pietsch

1. Introduction

Why this topic?

Why depression? | chose this topic because redagrtttis area in the last months has made me aware
of just what a hidden plague it is in Austraiiand how little the Christian churches have sefious
begun to understand or respond to it.

The current community and media focus on this dfnehallenges us in the church, and places in front
of us an opportunity to serve and witness, usiegitth spiritual resources God has given to usHer
care and cure of souls, the term “soul” referriegento people as whole spiritual beings before God.

Addressing these issues, the two basic questioreufaconsideration are:
* In what way is depression a spiritual illness?
* how might we as Christians, respond effectivelth® spiritual needs of people with depression?

The Black Dog

One of the things we “Aussie battlers” have goimgus is our Australian tradition of using humoarr t
face trouble and sufferinf.ou may remember that Churchill called depressiariltiack dog”. That
nick name has been adopted by a foundation foredsfn research and treatment - the “Black Dog
Institute”. In one of their information bookletsette is a cartoon of a man, standing at the edgecbff.
He is not about to jump over, but is throwing alsfor his black dog, saying “fetch{Johnstone: 30).

This is the spirit in which | wish to approach tiesue, and | invite you, the reader to do the salfee
are not powerless victims. We are people of hoffee-hope we have in Jesus Christ. The black dog
hangs around sometimes, but let us not be afradmhobr of talking about him. He is only a dog afte
all.

2. Background

What is depression?

What are we talking about here? Depression, atetheis generally used today, is not just a passing
feeling of despondency in response to a disappeintmr problem, but a persistent debilitating dse
which is medically diagnosed and treated.

It is of course associated with other problemsiasdes, like anxiety, which often occurs togethih w
depression, and of course suicide (both significgsues which lie outside the focus of this paper).

! The current statistical analyses indicate that 20%ustralians will experience major or clinicaptession at some point
in their lives. http://www.mindframe-media.infolsfindex.cfm?display=85541
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Serious medical research is being done in theareauropsychology, seeking to better understand
the dynamics of brain biochemistry, and develapebantidepressant medications (Hunter &
Hunter 27-37).

e The Psychological

Clinical psychologists have been working with degiree patients for many years, using different
approaches and models of therapy and counsellimga@iaptation and development of cognitive
therapies have proved especially effective in Imgjplepressed people reshape their negative
thinking and belief systems (Hollon & Dimidjian: &%98).

The general consensus is that people receivingaalediiug treatment for depression together with
psychological therapy or counseling considerabtyaase their chances of full recovery (Blazer 3,
Hunter & Hunter 73).

e The Social

As outlined above, in recent decades it has be@pparent, that depression to some extent a
socially conditioned illness (Blazer: 27-37). Calesiable efforts have therefore been made to
address it at the social level, by reducing thgnséi attached to it and raising awareness of tke ris
factors. Over the last five years in Australia imtpat social strategies have been put in place.
Initiatives likeBeyond Blueand theBlack Dog Institutdhave set up comprehensive websites with
high quality information. They also provide simgldf-assessment tools, and provide option for
seeking treatment. They have enjoyed unprecedemelih exposure and their effectiveness has
been enhanced by the number of high profile Ausimalpublicly speaking about their depression in
order to empower and encourage others to seelethditey need.

3. Depression and the Soul

The missing spiritual dimension

These three aspects of understanding and respotaddepression are very positive and have brought
great benefits to the community, but as | have rooesubtly been hinting, there’s a gap here, aimis
fourth dimension to the puzzle of depression -sghiatual.

The wisdom of past eras

In our increasingly secular culture, the cruciatigpl dimension of depression has fairly much
disappeared from view. But in terms of historystisi a very recent development. Until around the tu

of the 28" century, depression (or to use its historic nameJancholy”) had not been seen merely as a
sickness of the mind, but as something much marfopnd: a manifestation of the deep human struggle
with the spiritual darkness shared by all huma(®sdden: 5-28). As such, it was considered to Ioe pa
of the normal range of human sufferings to be esdfusometimes tragically and wretchedly, but
sometimes creatively, heroically, and even nobiythe 18 and 18' centuries, for example, melancholy
was seen as the sign of a person with a truly deptive and spiritual sensibility (Radden 12-13).
Melancholic souls were seen as people with deeparemess and perception of reality. Most people can
name at least one melancholic genius. Historytteréd with them: poets, authors, painters, conmspse
scholars, theologians, spiritual leaders and cafnics

® Politicians, Geoff Gallop, Andrew Robb; actors Beta Gibney and Gary MacDonald, and swimming legBasvn Fraser
are just a few of the famous Australians who haugliply acknowledged their struggles with depressincouraging others
with the illness to hope and work towards recoarg a full life.

® TheMixed Nutswebsite (see references) has an extensive lfsnudus artists and other geniuses throughout listbo
have suffered from depression.



says that the devil usesir natural weaknessesur flaws and vulnerabilities: “where the fence is
lowest, there he climbs over” (1531:1) he warns.

This is part of theentatioand Anfechtunghat Christians have to deal with in this worlikg testing and
suffering we experience as the devil seeks to usclvhen we are down, to demolish our faith and trus
in God. This is superbly shown in a woodcut by @dm illustrating the sixth petition of the Lord’s
Prayer — “lead us not into temptation (trial orch&gsting). It depicts Jesus as the Good sheplietuh(
10) protecting a lamb, as the devil disputes with. At the devil's feet prowls a lion (1 Peter 5:8)ith

its jaws agape, seeking to devour and destroyaine

To think in this way about the devil’'s work migldund out of place in a world where we now see
ourselves understanding cause and effect in mdighéaned psychological termBut notice how this
view of the devil’s activity is not part of somepasstitious or imaginary spiritual world. It is nar
grounded in the reality of life, experience antfesing in this world, just as God'’s life-giving presence
is made affective to us through real and materiems: our fellow believers and the Word and
Sacraments.

The Danger of focussing on the demonic

While we should be alert to the devil’s spirituttbak on people in their depression, there is rezd

for caution'® For severely depressed people who are strugglitigtiae spiritual realm and their
relationship to it, suggestions of demonic or dlabactivity may add to the negativity of their tnghts
and make their depression worse, especially in wkthe tendency among depressed people to
catasrophise. Careful clear distinctions need tmade. The devil's ever-present testing in ourdiige
one thing — demonic attacks are another. Thigdsrmer especially with people who may be suffering
depression as part of another psychotic illtéss.

Some churches who have majored in what they callverance ministry”, have done great damage to
people, by theiprima facieassumption that depressed people are demon-pedsasdemon-

oppressed. Such serious demonic manifestationsoasgble of course, but in most cases of depression
there is no evidence for these assumptions. Tleetadh the person is often that the supposed demoni
presence in their life becomes the focus of thanitsal awareness instead of the grace and loveaaf

in Christ. It is clear from the church’s experiermser a long time now, that such approaches are
potentially spiritually abusive and very danger¢@shubert:139).

5. The Spiritual Dynamics of Depression
Having set the context a little, we now turn to $ipéritual dynamics at work in the lives of people
struggling with depression.

® This wood cut can be viewed on the Wikimedia Comsnwebsite:
http://images.google.com.au/imgres?imgurl=httpl#ad.wikimedia.org/w

91n the preface of his book, The Screwtape Let@rS, Lewis (9) observeShere are two equal and opposite errors into
which our race can fall about the devils. One igligbelieve in their existence. The other is taéelvel, and to feel an
unhealthy interest in them. They themselves arelgguieased by both errors, and hail materialistagician with the
same delight.

YE g. Bipolar disorder and schizophrenia - psychititiesses in which people usually suffer from daas and
hallucinations, and who are sometimes out of cantétb reality. People with psychotic iliness amrsetimes very open to
suggestion regarding the spiritual realm’s intenfee in their lives. It takes great discernmentwaisdom to know how and
when to respond to this appropriately, without fegdnto and complicating the person’s psychosis.
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faith altogether. And so we turn faith imar actrather than the reception of God’s mercy” (2-3).
Depression then attacks the life-giving core oéespn’s faith — their justification, their certairaf
God’s grace and forgiveness and love toward them.

In spiritual terms, the vortex of depression drag¥ack into the old self, with all its attemptself-
justification and its agonized struggle to achiggewn righteousness. To use the famous desaniptio
adopted by Augustine and Luth®r we areincurvatus in sécurved in on self) (Luthet,ectures on
Romans1515-16: 245, 291, 292, 313, 351).

But inside this old self we find, to our horroraththere is no foothold or solid ground to standand
we quickly fall deeper into the vortex. The heartl @onscience collapse under the weight of itall.
This is the spiritual hell of depression that Lutegperienced, and which he lived through with many
whom he pastored during bouts of dark depression.

This self-vortex is depression’s essential spititlygamic — the deadly force that drives it. Thasce
shows itself in a person’s life in several differamys. We now briefly consider these, in order to
understand them, before reflecting on how we magaed to them.

Body & Senses

It might seem strange to begin this descriptionaiking about the body. Isn’t depressiomantal

illness? We have for too long accepted the dualisahhas been handed to us by twentieth century
medical science — the splitting of body and mindntdn beings are integrated beings, ensouled bodies
and embodied souls. Like other ilinesses, depresdiects as a whole people, and we should not be
surprised by the fact that many people describie tdepressive symptoms in bodily terms. One man
described his depression during the course of a“daight ball that starts in the stomach and witsk

way to my head”. Many other bodily sensations agdssare experienced by depression sufferers too.

In some cases of depressibmne of the outward signs that the iliness isrigkiold is that people often
stop caring about their appearance, grooming andrgehealth. The physical environment and other
sensory and affective realties are locked out.seane, withdrawal and self-neglect are an expressiion
their deep self loathing and sense of worthlessness

Such a turning away from one’s own body and itsesris a deeply negative spiritual act. It isol#tes
person from all other persons, all beauty, all plea, all engagement with reality outside, inclgdin
God. Lost in the dark inner vortex, the body — tlgio which we engage in real life - is left to chaosl
neglect.

Thinking and Believing

12 Jason Ingalls’ fascinating and informative artigteresponse to Matt Jenson’s boktke Gravity of Sipabout the
theological and behavourial aspects of human singuthis theme, shows the deep ego-centric pragiagithat manifests
itself so negatively in depression — see references

131t can sometimes be quite shocking to listen wppein this state of spiritual collapse. Normaityong and faithful
Christians may be overwhelmed by their sin anddreviticed that they are eternally lost. They mayydéeir faith and
curse God. They may deny their baptism and salvatiod reject the Word and Sacraments. Disturlhinggh this is, it does
not call for censure but for understanding, andmihe time is right and there is a moment of opssneassurance.

14 Of course not all cases of depression show outabsérvable signs. It is in the nature of thisdiwis illness that some
people isolate themselves by masking their sympfiarosder to keep their illness secret.
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Now we turn our attention to how we might respam¢his sickness of the soul, using the unique
resources we have, as the church of Christ, foh#éading and care of people suffering depression.

6. Spiritual Responsesto Depression

Realism and Patience

One thing that is very helpful for those touchedlepression, besides a working knowledge of the
illness, is a realistic attitude to it. While itascause of sometimes severe suffering, it is uqirsing.
Nor is it some gross injustice, shame or dishotloat depression may come to me or you. It is aler
a very common illness that has plagued humanityridenia.

Having realistic expectations about recovery tinse aelps, as does the recognition that depression
may return more than once and need to be manatfest than permanently cured. As people under the
grace of Christ, we might sometimes find it hardibalerstand or accept that healing does not come
swiftly. Luther pointed out in his letters to degpged people that sometimes it is this very passing

time — yes, the thing we feel least able to tokerahat is most essential for our healing andveng
because it is part of the a larger purpose of @azlir life®

The spiritual fruit of patience is something we éawot cultivated much in recent generations. Our
humanistic ideal of life drives us toward the imnagel resolution of all discomfort and sufferingyce
suffering can be seen as nothing but a threatetgdlodness and quality of life. The biblical pectpe
on suffering would challenge us rather to allowodm, to receive it in faith, praying for God tolfneis
bear it until he sees fit to take it awHySuch an idea sounds almost “heretical” in ouruzeltin which
a full life consists of pleasure, gratification ahén more pleasure and gratification.

Caring & Keeping Vigil

One of the major things, possibly the most impdrsamgle thing, in the spiritual care of depressed
people is the Christian friendship and supporttbécs; what Luther calls the “conversation and
consolation of the brothers and sisters” (SA 3.dibkand Wengert: 319) This is the most sustainable
and available form of pastoral care we can off@regsed persons.

Depressed people usually seek solitude and isoladitd a certain amount of rest is certainly negeded
but they also need the company of others, becaadés @astoral care and healing comes through other
believers. Luther’s letter to Matthias Weller, gpossed young musician who is caught in the vartex
self is very telling:

Do not dwell on your own thoughts but listen to dthers have to say to you, for God has commanded
men to comfort their brethren, and it is his wilat we should receive such consolation as God'g ver
own(Luther,Letters of Spiritual Counsed6).

This kind of pastoral care and friendship may idelwery ordinary things, like helping the depressed
person to go on functioning in their routines, esaléy in following through on their medical carach
on taking their prescribed medication. It meansigp¢he initiator of contact. It of course includes

% In one of his 16 letters of comfort to the yourapressed Prince Joachim or Anhalt (153defwechsel, 7. Band, No.
2121) Luther uses the image of the people of Iskaéting for deliverance from Pharoah at the bawfidhe red sea,
reflecting that it was to God’s greater glory thay should be saved when they had waited untitighe moment, and that it
was to Israel’s benefit that they learned to tamsd wait for God instead of continuing to trushiiman strength.

¥ This kind of spiritual patience is especially eiidlin our own Lutheran tradition in the hymns apiituality of the 17
century, particularly those of Paul Gerhard (Klgifi4-65), many of which make helpful devotionallofor depressed
persons. They promote faith, trust and patienciffering as something to be cultivated and ledrne

9



Suffering from depression is not in itself a sior nan it be interpreted as divine punishment for
particular sins, but is a symptom of the brokenméssn in our world. At the same time the truthhat
depression sufferers are sinners too, with their particular temptations and weaknes<es.

Recognising and confessing their sins and weakmefese God may be a very helpful preparation for
receiving Gods healing forgiveness, grace and prawi(Lake: 346). There are rites and resources for
the use of both lay and ordained pastoral careusedor this purpose (Schubert: 27-39).

Private confession and absolution is best usedmiitie context of pastoral conversation, counsgllin
and prayef* Discerning, clarifying, encouraging and listenarg needed to introduce the rite and then
set helpful directions afterwards. Depressed geonped above all to have emphasized to them the
reassurance of the Gospel. These performative wadrfidggiveness are powerful and healing. While we
should not expect an instant recovery from thenthénover-all journey toward healing the soul, they
play a central role in breaking the power of tbet@x.

Worship Participation

Though people with depression are often resista@ad’s Word, and may even be angry with God,
going to public worship is very important for the@hurch-going is not popularly thought to be a form
of pastoral care, but it is the most basic andcéffe form of pastoral care; it's the way for a tegsed
person to come into contact with God’s gifts. Desfie toxicity of the depressive thoughts andirigesl
they bring with them, the synergy between the Wand the gathered community of the saints is a
healing environment.

And here is the crucial point: the power and efficaf the healing that God gives to us in worship,
through his Word and Sacraments, does not dependraability to directly feel it. Lutheran pastor,
Todd Peperkorn, in the moving story of his own majepression, says

They [the Word and Sacraments] will sustain yougtiver you feel like they will or not, whether you
feel you can pray or not, even if going to churekras empty and flat, God will never abandon you
.(71)

Sometimes of course a person is simply not yet @mbtepe with public worship, and we must respect
and not to violate them by forcing the issue. iis 8ituation wisdom is needed. It is time to kegns,

to watch and pray for when things will change. Ehisrno set pastoral “methodology” here. The carer
must “learn the person” as they share their jourkegping vigil with them.

Prayer and Lament

Many depression sufferers find prayer very harbifimpossible. It feels lifeless and artificialn®©

such Christian whose story | read, Alexander Davigd$ound that the more he tried to pray the mere h
began to be angry and even to hate God, and wamfaehish him by ignoring him. But strangely, it
was when he began to give voice to this anger dt Gat his prayer life was reborn in a strange and
unexpected form — lament. As his heart began takspgain, his shattered faith began to recover. For

2 Depressed people (men especially it would seeny)resort to pain numbing “self-medication” like alwl and other
drugs, pornography, gambling, compulsive eatinga@her things that provide some sense of reliefatisfaction. When
this is happening, it is often matched by remogsét and shame (Weiss, Griffin & Mirin: 121- 123).

%3 In more casual and conversational situationsh@gndonsolation and conversation of the brotherssistdrs), when they
have come to trust the carer, people may effegtivelke a confession of their sins, and it is imaatrbere to remind them
of God’s forgiveness, and let them know that tbay rely on it (Schubert 33).
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account of the great suffering and pain people eapee, and sustains them in this suffering. Hope
creates a future where, for the depressed and idegp#here is no future.

Reading the stories of Christian depression sursividhave observed that hope is often “easiee&oiis
the rear-vision mirror, than it is on the road atiedany survivors say that although at the tinmethe
grip of their illness, they would have said they Im® hope, in hindsight they now see that it was
nothing else but God'’s gift of hope that sustaitiesm through their depression and finally broke
through it ( Peperkorn: 34, 44, 71, 82-83). Beyoundfragile human hopes, there is God’s sure and
certain hope.

This hope is in Christ alone, of course, who cotoaseet us in our pain. His passion and crosssis hi
touching place with the depressed — the place whisreosmic loneliness meets and redeems theirs.
Here at the cross, Christ transforms suffering hndpe. The great exchange takes place. Here he
surrenders all hope in order to give us hope, hiogie(despite our inability to feel it sometimesys
with us, no matter what terrible darkness we maypanter.

In Romans 5, Paul describes how our sufferingeslfocated” by God, so that instead of producing
despair and unbelief, it instead produces a newfsaitcomes: first perseverance, then charadten t
hope®* And Hope does not disappoint us — when everythlsg in life depresses and disappoints, lets
us down, fails us, hope does not disappoint. Wesegrthat with certainty because it is God’s grasio
gift and he does not disappoint.

As this tough and stubborn hope begins to re-emarties life of a depressed person again, the xorte
begins to lose its grip on them. It usually doesdwso quickly or easily, and there are frequently
intense struggles as a person reaches their tupaimg. Medical treatment, counseling and therapy p
their vital roles too, and as healing and recovgin, hope grows, in the passing of time, fedhay t
unremarkable but miraculous ministry of Christ ia people, and his gifts for healing the soul,dvws
body and blood and his word of grace.

Finally, we end by returning to that old survivdhe black dog. He may show up in your life, and he
may seem large and powerful. But the message | twdative with you is this: he is the dog, not the
master. And there is hope and healing and comfaftrelease for those with depression, in the ldve o
the one who is the master, Jesus Christ.
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