
Christ on the Psych Ward 
Bible/Book study complimentary materials 

Week 1: Introduction/Chapter 1 

Introduction 
• This book is sharing David’s story. It is his own story, which means that there will be some 

similarities and some differences to the experiences of others with mental illness and mental 
health struggles.  

• David’s experience with mental health has informed his faith, and so he hopes his story will 
inform others’ faith lives. 

• This book is about encountering a vision of God who is more vulnerable, and a vision of 
Christians who “model vulnerability.” (4) 

• David differentiates linguistically between mental health, which we all have, and mental illness 
or mood disorder, which is a diagnosable condition. He will also avoid masculine images of 
God, as part of his thesis is how God’s vulnerable nature leads God to enfold and encompass 
all of humanity.  

Chapter 1: Christ on the Psych Ward 
• This chapter talk about how David first checked himself into the Sibley psych ward. 
• David appeared “to all but the closest of friends to be doing quite well,” (16) even in the 

weeks leading up to his hospitalization when we was physically harming himself. 
• Because of the stigmatism around mental health, and economic barriers to receiving care, 

many who struggle with mental health problems do not have the kind of “buffers and safety 
nets” that helped David during his hardest time: friends who were there and knew how to talk 
to someone struggling, friends who knew how to navigate the hospital system, the number for 
a suicide hotline and a phone to call.(19) 

• David “wasn’t saved by  an intellectual understanding or an image. [He] was saved by specific 
people and concrete things, by friends and family, by faith communities and counselors, by 
safe hospitals and medications.” (24) 

• David drew in his struggle on images of Christ, on images of a vulnerable God. When his 
feelings “were doing their best to kill [him]”(23) and he therefore struggled to feel God’s 
presence, he could still take comfort in God’s presence amidst suffering, modeled in Christ on 
the cross. 

• David takes issue with atonement theology, that is that Christ’s death was a “price” to pay for 
our sins: “Jesus “makes peace by the blood of his cross,” not because his death is some sort of 
magical transactional exchange which satisfies an otherwise wrathful God, but because Christ’s 
presence on the Cross is the presence of God at the very center of suffering, making peace in 
places where there seems to be no hope for peace - including, I pray, in the troubled minds of 
those of us who have spent long hours on the psych ward.” (27) 

• “There is not one church or one ministry for those with mental illness and another for the rest 
of the world. There is one church for all…if we are truly to live into our identity as the Body of 
Christ, then the type of body we will be is a vulnerable one. This is a scary truth, but it might 
just be the truth that saves us.” (28)


