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This church is hoping to offer some events to the communion in the area of mental 
health. But let’s start with ourselves as church, to grow skills and understanding. And 
let’s start with scripture. This is the work of pastoral theology, the work of reading the 
Bible with our hearts and minds open, expecting the Holy Spirit to speak truth and life 
into the troubles of our hearts and minds in our time and place.  
 
And, for sure, our hearts and minds are troubled, here in Aotearoa in 2025. Mental 
illness is predicted to become the biggest health issue in coming decades, 
compounded by global warming and damage to our natural world. Plus vast problems 
such as mass migration, AI, inequality and increasing conflict. 
We live in troubled times.  
And it is our young and the vulnerable in our society who are expressing that sense of 
trouble at the most intimate level, with emotional and mental distress. 
 
Thankfully we find in our Holy Scriptures lots of trouble. We read of the heros of our 
faith finding their way through troubled times, living out of the Spirit of Jesus.  
 
Acts 21 is one such time. In Acts 21 Paul is at the centre of a storm, as the conflict 
between the Jewish Christians and the wider Jewish community came to a violent head. 
Surrounding Paul were three groups: Close to him were his fellow believers, who knew 
and trusted Christ, and wanted to keep him safe, who are afraid for his and their own 
lives. Then there are the Jews, who are afraid for the integrity of their religion and see 
Paul as a massive threat. And there are the Romans, who are afraid for the stability of 
their region but who operate by strict rules and hierarchies. This all comes to a pin head 
on the steps of the Roman barracks, as the crowd roar and the soldiers draw their 
swords and Paul is covered in dirt and his own blood from being beaten, and yet he 
stands tall and speaks. And for a moment there is a hush. All the crowd and the soldiers 
lean in to listen. 
What an extraordinary moment.  
But what can it tell us about mental health? 
 
Allow me to explain to you my understanding of how the brain works. 
We humans – and we share this with all the mammals – have four zones our brains 
create for us in which to live. 
The top zone is the zone of peace and clarity. This is where we want to be most of the 
time. When this is our normal we are mostly OK, able to feel joy, able to concentrate – 
we can study, work, play, speak calmly, think clearly at least most of the time.  
 
Then under that is the zone of activated energy. We rise to a challenge. Something is not 
OK, or we have a big job to do and it feels a bit scary, or there is conflict in our family – 



could be anything which feels like a threat in any way. We rise to that challenge, with 
maybe frustration, maybe anger, maybe strategies or hard work. It is a hot energy. 
 
Then, under that is the zone of worried energy. The challenge seems too big to tackle so 
the next best option is to escape. This is our flight response, the emotions of fear and 
anxiety, a cold energy, there is a lot of tension and tightness in the body and the breath. 
We hold ourselves poised, ready to run, but that gets exhausting.  
 
And then there is a 4th zone, when neither fight nor flight has kept us safe, which is the 
zone of numbness. Our brains shift gear to protect us from threat by starting to shut 
down. This is the freeze response, which creates the states of depression and burnout.  
 
All of these zones are created by God as how we live in the world, deal with threat, keep 
ourselves and others safe, and get things done. God created us to move in and out of 
these zones and to bounce back up into the peace zone. God’s intention for us is to live 
most of our lives in a place of safety, rest, love and joy.  
 
And God also takes us through experiences which are not those things in order that we 
might grow in maturity and capacity and tackle the massive problems of a broken 
world. We need the skills as Christians to be able to navigate anger, fear and 
depression, to face threat with courage, and to return to a place of peace.  
This is my definition of good mental health. And this is what we see in the Bible.  
Not that life was easy, not at all. But that our heros of the faith went through terrible 
trials and returned quickly in their own hearts and minds back to an OK place. 
 
My definition of mental illness is that people get stuck in one of the other zones. They 
get trapped there. 
So we see the Jews stuck in a place of stress and anger. They were driven by fear but 
this is expressed as rage. A crowd quickly turns on a single point, as though in that 
moment all that is wrong in the world is this person’s fault. This person deserves to die.  
 
In our times we see the damage that is caused by people who are stuck in the anger 
zone. They flick in an instant into blame. They use words and weapons to hurt others. It 
is not a happy place to be because it damages relationships and cycles inevitably 
around to remorse and isolation and self loathing. I generally don’t see people in this 
zone in my counselling room – they are highly reluctant to seek therapy. But even there 
the Spirit of Jesus can reach them and redeem their pain and anger. 
 
Most often I see people who have been the victims of abuse, in their homes, in their 
childhoods or in their workplaces. This throws people into that 3rd zone, the anxiety 
space. In Acts we see the Christians in this, ‘Don’t go to Jerusalem’ they plead with  
Paul, weeping with him, begging him. I can describe to you in detail what they would 
have been experiencing in their bodies – the panic tight breath, the fast heart beat, the 
clench of the gut, the shaking, the spinning thoughts. You know it too. You have 
experienced moments of high stress, fear, maybe even terror.  
 



And surely Paul felt that too. Surely he did. He was human. He walked up that hill road 
to Jerusalem, knowing full well what awaited him. How did he do that? Even Jesus had 
his moment of panic, desperately wanting to avoid the pain ahead. Surely Paul did too. 
But Luke respectfully does not tell us about that. 
 
Then, surrounded by a violent crowd, surely Paul would have been overwhelmed by 
pain and fear. There is no worse experience than being violently attacked by your own 
community. These were his people, those he grew up with. He knew them, and they 
turned on him. Paul could have, should have, collapsed, curled into a ball of self-
protection, tried to escape and hide. But he did not. 
 
Somehow, somehow, as he staggers up those steps into the barracks he recovers 
himself, he speaks in Greek, he speaks through his bruises and he makes a request. 
‘Let me speak to them.’ 
I suspect the Roman soldiers agreed out of sheer surprise – In front of their eyes he 
shook off the beating and the dust and he uncurled himself and a fire blazed in him and 
a power was coming out of him. He rose up out of the shut-down zone, out of the fear 
zone, through and out of the anger zone, up into a zone of peace and clarity. In a single 
moment.  
 
How? How did Paul do that? What capacity was in him that enabled that 
transformation? That is what I want for myself, and what I want to teach and inspire in 
others. What is it made of? 
 
I have a list of 6 things I see in Paul that are good teaching examples for us.  
 
First and foremost, of course, is that he was in Christ Jesus, and Christ Jesus was in 
him. That was his superpower, and it is the same capacity that is available to everyone 
who knows Christ. His entire identify was given over to God. No part of Paul was 
trapped in ego or self-serving. No part of Paul was stuck in unforgiveness, bitterness or 
shame. He was fully in Christ. So there were no barriers to the power of Christ. This is 
the journey of Christian mental health.  
 
Second – it was his unique calling and personality. Not all the Jesus followers in Acts 
were asked by God to stand in front of a hostile crowd to preach the Gospel. And the 
others were no less faithful or brave. Good mental health comes from accepting ‘this is 
who I am and how God has made me. I am where God has put me, doing what the Spirit 
inspires me to do.’ Paul’s was a particular form of courage, and he was equipped in very 
specific ways by God to do that. It was just who he was. 
 
Third – notice how Paul starts his speech. I come from Tarsus. I was taught here by 
Gamaliel. He knew where he came from. And this is an aspect of mental health that our 
Māori and Pacific friends teach us. Where do you come from? Where did your 
grandparents come from? What has formed you? Know your own story and stand in it 
with pride, even the painful parts.  
 



4th, Paul had a team around him. He could not have done that journey alone. He was 
loved, he was part of human family – not blood family, not marriage, but the bonds of 
affection were real, and powerful. Good mental health is not a solo sport. We need 
each other, and the church has such an important role to play. 
 
My 5th and 6th points are not actually mentioned in Acts, because they are taken for 
granted. 5th it is obvious from the story that Paul was physically fit. He walked a lot. He 
was strong. Modern research shows that the single most effective thing we can do for 
our mental health is exercise. We are so sedentary, and it is bad for our brains. Move. 
Stretch. Get more fit. It is not an optional extra for mental health. 
 
6th – Paul spent the majority of his time outside. They travelled on boats with no cabins, 
they walked from place to place through open country. They prayed with Lydia beside 
the river. Our indoors on-screen lives are not good for us. God created the world and 
God loves us to enjoy it. Being in natural spaces is so powerful for our mental health. 
 
With all this in mind, let’s hear Paul’s reflection on his experience of being attacked and 
his own resilience. This is how he describes his capacity to get up and stay well in 
himself, no matter what. 
 
2 Corinthians 4:6-10    
God, who said, “Let light shine out of darkness”, made his light shine in our 
hearts to give us the light of the knowledge of God’s glory displayed in the face of 
Christ. 
7 But we have this treasure in jars of clay to show that this all-surpassing power is 
from God and not from us. 8 We are hard pressed on every side, but not crushed; 
perplexed, but not in despair; 9 persecuted, but not abandoned; struck down, but 
not destroyed. 10 We always carry around in our body the death of Jesus, so that the 
life of Jesus may also be revealed in our body. 

- and, I would add, in our minds. 
 
 


