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Mental Health Awareness Sunday 
#ItsOkaytoNotBeOkay 

 

Lamentations 3:1-24 
 

 On the night before their induction into the Country Music Hall of Fame, 
Naomi Judd, age 76, died.   

 

 Her two daughters, singer Wynonna, who along with her mother, 
recorded fourteen #1 hits, and actor Ashley Judd, released a statement, 

saying:  "Today we sisters experienced a tragedy," they tweeted on the 
day of their mother's death. "We lost our beautiful mother to the disease 

of mental illness. We are shattered.”   
 

 Naomi Judd was open about her struggle with mental illness of 
depression and anxiety.  In 2016, she released her memoir River of Time: My 

Descent Into Depression and How I Emerged With Hope”   
 

 She revealed that her battle had been a lifelong one, but it was during 
the 2012 Last Encore Tour that things took a dark turn. Memories of being 

sexually abused as a child came flooding back during that time. 
 "I never dealt with all the stuff that happened to me, so it came 

out sideways, as depression and anxiety…Depression is partly genetic, 

and I have it on both sides of my family." 
 

 According to one article, Judd experienced depression and anxiety so 
severe that it left her immobilized for two years.  She openly sought treatment 

her mental illness, and felt “hopeful” saying: "It really felt like, if I live 
through this, I want someone to be able to see that they can survive.” 

 
 Sadly, Naomi Judd’s battle with depression ended on April 30 when she 

completed suicide, according to daughter Ashley, taking her own life, with a 
firearm.   

 
 “I am one who has seen affliction under the rod of God’s wrath; 

God has driven and brought me into darkness without any light; 
against me alone God turns their hand, again and again, all day long,” 

cries out the writer of Lamentations.   This could easily have been Naomi 
Judd’s lament as well. 

 
 And she is not alone in her struggles with depression and anxiety which 

led her to take her own life.   
 

 According to the American Health Foundation: “Mental health 
disorders and substance use disorders…along with environmental 

factors, such as stressful life events are the most significant risk 
factors for suicidal behaviors.” 



 
  Every day, approximately 123 Americans die by suicide and there is one 

death by suicide in the US every 12 minutes.  
 

 In the midst of the COVID Pandemic, which has caused dramatic 
increases in anxiety and depression among people of all ages, we are seeing 

an increase in successful suicides.  
 

 Suicide is one of the leading causes of death among middle-aged men, 
teenagers, farmers over the age of 65, LGBTQ+ and veterans.   

 
 The writer of Lamentations, cries:  “God has besieged and enveloped 

me with bitterness and tribulation; God has made me sit in darkness 
like the dead of long ago.” 

  

 May is National Mental Health Awareness Month.  Established in 1949, 
Mental Health Month is a time to “raise awareness of trauma and the 

impact it can have on the physical, emotional, and mental well-being 
of children, families, and communities.” 

 
 Mental Health Awareness and Suicide Prevention are issues public 

schools face every day.   
 

 School administrators, counselors, and teachers will tell you that 
depression and anxiety are at epidemic proportions in our students. 

 
 In a recent Dane County Teen Survey, when asked if they experience 

any anxiety, 87% of the youth responded yes.   
 

 The reasons they listed for their anxiety: 

Pressure to perform in school – 60% 
Too much homework – 57% 

Problems in the US/World – 30% 
Concerns about COVID -27% 

Social pressure to be popular, look good – 17% 
Pressure to have money, things (phone, clothes) – 12% 

 
 Teenagers are not the only ones struggling with mental health issues:   

 
 According to the National Alliance on Mental Illness:  

 
- 1 in 5 U.S. adults experience mental illness each year. 

 
- 1 in 20 U.S. adults experience serious mental illness each year. 

 

- 1 in 6 U.S. youth aged 6-17 experience a mental health disorder each year. 
 

- 50% of all lifetime mental illness begins by age 14, and 75% by age 24. 
 



- Suicide is the 2nd leading cause of death among people aged 10-34. 
 

 Christians, like us, also face mental health issues, though we tend not to 
talk about it. 

 
 According to an article by Dr. Len Lenz in the Psychiatry Resource,  “7 

million Christians in the US experience major depression each year.”  
 

 Addressing the stigma of mental health in the church will help Christians 
more effectively deal with depression, which could dramatically lower the 

number of Christians suffering from anxiety, depression and other mental 
health illnesses. 

 
 One statistic that caught my attention is that 23% of ministers struggle 

with depression.   

 
 I am one of them.  Mine is related to what is known as Seasonal Affective 

Disorder.  My depression and anxiety is also related to growing up in a family 
that struggled with mental illness and its impact on all our family life.   

 
 When my younger brother was born, our mother was hospitalized for 

what we grew up believing was a “nervous breakdown”.  We learned to treat 
mom as if she was fragile in life, and had to be careful around her, so we were 

taught by my father to not share things that might overwhelm her.   
 

 Throughout my childhood and teen years, mom took medication to “calm 
her nerves.”  I was at times embarrassed about what as a youth, I saw as a 

weakness. 
 

 However, in my adult years, especially after my dad had died, I came to 

see and understand my mom in a new way.  Mom did not have a nervous 
breakdown.  She suffered from “postpartum depression.”   

 
 As a pastor, I encountered this same mental illness when a young 

mother, who had her first baby, struggled with “postpartum depression.”   
 

 I also came to understand my mom was much stronger than I had ever 
thought she was when I was young.  Her struggles with mental health like my 

own, are nothing to be ashamed of in life or in church.   
 
 Dr. Lenz says:  “I have come to understand mental illness is a 

health issue like any other, and it is not something I should be 

ashamed of.” 
 

 In that same light, I want to lift up a national mental health awareness 
slogan we use in the McFarland and Cambridge Schools:  “It’s okay to not be 

okay.”  
 



 “It’s okay not to be okay” movement in schools (and colleges) is to 
help young people break “the stigma around mental health illness, where those 

struggling can feel supported and know they are not alone.”  #OkayMovement   
 

 It’s okay to not be okay is also designed to help people of our age too. 
 

 On the National Alliance for Mental Health website, one story that is 
shared is by a 40-year-old woman named Daphne.  She is a mother of four 

children. Telling her story, she acknowledges her mental illnesses (bipolar, 
PTSD, panic disorder), and says:  “It’s okay not to be okay is the phrase I 

say a lot to myself and to my children. When the days are dark and 
really bad for us, we turn on the lights for one another. Even if it ’s just 

a small spark to get us through that one second or that one minute 

into the next day.”   
 

 “It’s okay for us in the church to not be okay” too.  Daphne offers some 
wonderful words of hope for us, when she says:  “When the days are dark 

and really bad for us, we turn on the lights for one another.”   
 

 The late Henri Nouwen, author of “The Wounded Healer” says it this way:  
“Who can listen to a story of loneliness and despair without taking the 

risk of experiencing similar pains in their own heart and even losing 
their precious peace of mind? In short: ‘Who can take away suffering 

without entering it?’”  
 

 And entering into the fullness of our human condition is what God did in 
the person of Jesus Christ.   

 
 I have never preached on the Book of Lamentations before.  When 

searching for a scripture passage for “Mental Health Awareness Sunday” the 
passage we read from seemed for me to fit.   

 

 Who of us hasn’t at times felt as if our struggles with mental health like 
God somehow is abandoning us if not punishing us, driving us into darkness 

without any light?   
 

 In their article, “Turning the Church’s Attention to Mental Health: Binding 
Up the Brokenhearted” Gladys Mwiti and Bradford Smith offers this reflection 

on Lamentations:  “The ability of the human heart to cry out 
unreservedly to God creates the opportunity for a healing relationship 

between wounded humanity and a caring God. Lament, as described in 
Psalms, models deep cries of the believer to God in times of despair. 

Laments are raw, unrefined cries that remind us that we do not have 
to package our pain into tidy bundles before we ask God to make sense 

of disaster. He meets us there in our pain and weeps with us.” 
 

 Like the Psalms, each Lament in Lamentation ends with a word of hope 
in God.  Listen again to these words:  “But this I call to mind, and 

therefore I have hope: The steadfast love of the Lord never ceases, 



God’s mercies never come to an end; they are new every morning; 

great is your faithfulness. ‘The Lord is my portion, ’says 

my soul,  ‘ therefore I will hope in the Lord’”.  

 
 Or as Daphne reminds us “When the days are dark and really bad 

for us, we turn on the light of God for one another.”   
 

  
 


