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Group Guidelines 
(from Grace Alliance ‘Grace Groups’) 
 
1. Healthy Comfort : Offer respect, encouragement, and compassionate support.  
2. Healthy Confidentiality: Create a safe place to share by listening confidentially.  
3. Healthy Communication: Avoid fixing anyone’s challenge, correcting, debating, or using 
offensive language.  
4. Healthy Community: Discover hope and useful tools while learning from one another’s 
journeys. 



Session One 
Scripture: Psalm 40:1-2 
 
Mental health first aid is a form of pastoral care. It is nothing new for Christians; we have been 
caring for people and all aspects of health for 2 millennia. The Bible teaches good mental 
health and the principles of good pastoral care, which can be applied in every culture and 
every situation. All Christians are equipped by God for good relating. Mental health first aid is a 
contemporary term which emphasises this profoundly biblical conviction. Mental health is not 
something to leave to professionals. Anyone and everyone can grow in their skills in effective 
‘first responding’ to people in emotional distress.  

 

5 Foundations for Biblical Mental Health  
 
Scripture is full of teaching and principles that form the solid ground of a Christian approach to 
mental wellbeing. Here are five: 
 
“Love one another as I have loved you” (John 13:34) 
Pastoral care is always and only an expression of God’s loving care for his people.  
 
“We are afflicted in every way, but not crushed” (2 Cor 4:8)  
Suffering is painful. And God works it into a story of redemption. 
 
“Jesus wept.” (John 11:35) 
Jesus fully experienced our human emotions, so there is nothing we can feel and nowhere we 
can go that is beyond his reach. 
 
“I am with you always” (Matthew 28:20)   
Jesus is with us in everything, even when we cannot see, hear or feel him.  
 
“At dawn, Jesus went out” (Luke 4:42) 
God meets us in the natural world. Connecting with God’s creation is a vital part of human 
wellbeing.  
 
Sit in prayer with these verses and statements.  

• Let the Holy Spirit bring to mind a situation that is painful to you.  
• How might these five principles speak into that situation? 

 
• What other Bible verses and teachings would you add to this list of foundations for 

biblical mental health? 
 

 



The 4 Zones of Human Functioning 
 
To understand mental health challenges, it helps to have a framework for how people function. 
The Bible is clear that God created human beings to live in peace and right relationship. Jesus 
came so that we can have fullness of life. The fruits of the Holy Spirit include love, joy and 
peace. But the Bible also is the story over thousands of years of people facing massive threats 
which create many other human experiences, such as pain, loss and grief, fear and anxiety, 
anger and frustration. Because of the Fall we are damaged people living in a broken world.  
We can picture human functioning as having four levels: 
 
1. Calm Vitality 
The zone of Calm Vitality is where God wants us to live most of the time. This is the space of joy 
and peace. We can think clearly and be curious about other people. 
 
2. Rise to a Challenge 
When we see that something is not right, we turn to face the problem. We move towards the 
threat. When we are trained, confident and equipped, this ‘fight energy’ is able to achieve great 
things. We can have victory over the powers of darkness and protect the people and values we 
love.  
However, fight energy can also be destructive, when it is turned on the people close to us or 
when our goals are not godly ones.  
This is the zone of anger, aggression, frustration, domestic harm and rebellion. 
 
3. Retreat from a Threat 
When are not able to fight a threat our brains shift gear into ‘flight mode’. The emotions change 
to fear, and our bodies tense, ready to run. Our heart rate rises, our guts clench, we get shaky 
and tense.  
However, when we cannot escape the situation we become trapped in anxiety. In our world 
today most problems cannot be either solved or escaped, and so most people suffer from 
anxiety.  
 
4. Shut Down 
When the problems become overwhelming, our brains turn on our self protection system. This 
is our trauma response. Our minds go numb and we feel disconnected from what is 
happening. It is very difficult to make decisions or feel joy. 
This is the zone of depression and burnout, in which people retreat from the world, feel utterly 
exhausted and want to stay in bed all day.  
 
God made us with capacity for the full range of emotions and functioning, but God’s desire for 
is us to recover from painful emotions and bounce up out of the lower three zones and back 
into the Calm Vitality zone. Mental distress occurs when we get stuck in zones 2, 3 or 4.  
 



In the Bible ... 
1 Samuel 17 tells the story of David & Goliath.  
Who in this chapter is in which zone of human functioning? 
 
vs 11: On hearing the Philistine’s words, Saul and all the Israelites were dismayed and terrified. 
 
vs 23: Goliath, the Philistine champion from Gath, stepped out from his lines and shouted his 
usual defiance. 
 
vs 24: Whenever the Israelites saw the man, they all fled from him in great fear. 
 
vs 28: When Eliab, David’s oldest brother, heard him speaking with the men, he burned with 
anger at him and asked, “Why have you come down here?” 
 
vs 33: Saul replied, “You are not able to go out against this Philistine and fight him.” 
 
vs 40: David took his staff in his hand, chose five smooth stones from the stream, put them in 
the pouch of his shepherd’s bag and, with his sling in his hand, approached the Philistine. 
 
vs 48: David ran quickly toward the battle line to meet him. 
 
 
8.00 Break-out rooms (15 minutes) 
a) Introduce yourselves. 
b) Spend 2 minutes discussing each of the 4 zones of human functioning ...  
• What is it like to experience? 
• When others are in that zone what do you notice about them? 
c) If you have more time, share your reflections on the material presented in this 

session.  
 



The Top 4 Needs when people are Not OK 
 
When people are in pain and overwhelm they want to feel better, but they often don’t know 
what they need. Recovery is a process of reconnecting with solid ground. When these needs 
are met, people in anger/frustration, fear/anxiety and depression are grounded, and the Holy 
Spirit is able to lift their function and restore them gently towards wellness.  
 

Need Mental health first aid response 
1. I need to be safe 
 

• Be a safe person, by growing your ability to keep 
calm and supportive no matter what is said. 

• Check that the place and time feels OK. 
• Explicitly commit to offering a safe conversation:  

“I will keep this between us.”  
“You can share with me or not, it’s up to you.”  
“I am here for you.” 

2. I need to acknowledge my 
emotions 
 

• Ask: “How are you feeling?” 
• “And what else are you feeling? 
• “What was that like for you?” 

3. I need to feel heard 
 

• Be fully present and pay attention.  
• Show this with a calm body. 
• Reflect back: “I hear you saying that ...” 
• Check: “Am I hearing you correctly?” 

4. I need to calm down 
 

• Check your own breathing and breathe more 
deeply. 

• Allow silences and slow down the conversation. 
• Pray for them as they talking. Ask God for peace. 
• If they want to, pray together. Include words & 

feelings they said in your prayer.  
• Ask: “What helps you to feel calm?” 

 
‘Lord, it is night’ 
Night Prayer, A New Zealand Prayer Book, Te Haahi Mihinare o Aotearoa, page 184  
https://anglicanprayerbook.nz 
 
Homework  
1. Notice when you feel unsafe, frustrated, stressed or low. Spot yourself moving into 

another zone of functioning. What is that like? 
 

2. What do you need? What helps you bounce back to being more calm and well? 
 

3. Experiment with the questions and suggestions in the ‘Top 4 Needs’ as you talk with 
other people. 

 



Session Two 
Scripture: Psalm 40:4-8 
 
Pairs sharing: Break-out rooms ( 8 minutes) 

• What do you remember from the first session? Insights? Questions? Anything you 
disagreed with? 

• How you have encountered mental health concerns over the past 2 weeks? 
• When and where do you have pastoral or mental health conversations? Who with?  

 
Setting up mental health conversations 

• How do you form and set up a pastoral care conversation? 
• How do you align both party’s expectations? 

 

3 Types of Conversations 

 
Taking turns  

to share 
 
 
You share something, then 
I share something. 
When you tell me about 
yourself I bounce into my 
own experience. 
 
Sounds like: 
“Oh, yes, when that 
happened to me ...” 
“That reminds me of when 
...” 
 
Great for building 
friendship and getting to 
know each other. 
 
But it can communicate 
that you are not really very 
interested in me.  
Is this about your need to 
tell your own story? 
 

 

Sustained listening 
attention 

 
I am here for you.  
We agree that this time is 
for you to share what is 
going on for you, and I 
listen and concentrate. 
 
Sounds like: 
“Tell me more about that.” 
“How is that for you?” 
 
Great for feeling safe and 
heard and  
expressing emotions. 
 
This is the heart of mental 
health first aid. 
It communicates the 
faithful loving kindness of 
God. 
 

 

Consulting an 
expert for advice 

 
I ask you questions for 
information, diagnose your 
problem and then 
prescribe what I think you 
should do about it – like 
going to the doctor. 
 
Sounds like: 
“Have you tried ...?” 
“You should ...” 
 
Great when I feel stuck 
and want a fresh 
perspective.  
 
But it creates a power 
imbalance and can 
communicate that I am 
not OK.  
Is this about your need to 
feel helpful? 
Can lead to conflict, if I 
don’t do what you tell me 
to do, or if your advice 
doesn’t work. 
 

 



Think of times when you were dealing with a problem and you experienced these types of 
conversations. What is it like when people respond in each of these three ways? 
  

Prayer of Confession 
 
Lord God, if I am truly honest with myself, the pastoral care I offer to others is driven by my own 
needs. I confess to you all that stops me being fully present for others. 
I recognise in myself ... 
 

• the need to solve problems and fix people. I love to feel competent and helpful. 
 

• the suspicion that I am not good enough. If people knew how little training and skills I 
have, they would run for the hills! 

 
• a pit of pain. I totter on the edge, and my emotions threaten to overwhelm me.  

 
• exhaustion. Body, mind, heart and spirit, I am just really tired. 

 
• irritation. I try to be caring but part of me is bored and frustrated with people. 

 
• the need to be seen and heard. I love being the centre of attention.  

 
• the need to get it right. I will only try if I know exactly what I am doing. 

 
• ... 

 
In Jesus Christ, God stepped into the chaos and mess of our world, in order to draw us to 
himself. Through his death and resurrection Christ redeemed our brokenness. God forgives 
you. Forgive yourself. Be at peace. 
 

The Key Skill of Reflective Listening 
 
Ask an open question, hear the person’s response, and then reflect that response back to 
them: the skill of reflective listening. 
 
Does it feel odd? like stating the obvious?  
 
What should you listen for? What should you reflect back? 

• Anything!  
• Something that feels fresh, different, unexpected 
• An emotion, a shift in mood, a catch in the voice ... heart resonance. 
• Follow a hunch: what do you sense maybe feels significant in some way.  

 
We attend to these things by reflective listening, which sounds like,  

• “This is what I heard you saying. Is that right?”  
• “What I'm hearing you say is ...”  

 



You can add your own best guess as to what emotion lies within what the person has shared. 
• “Sounds like that's scary for you.”  
• “I heard some frustration as you say that.”  

 
Avoid:  

• commenting 
• affirming 
• asking for information 
• assuming 
• jumping ahead. 

 

6 Questions that are always OK to ask 
 
These questions are safe, helpful and good to use anytime with anyone. 
 

Question Why? 
What do you need right now?  Mental health first aid leans into the present 

moment. It takes people out of their distress 
to ask themselves ‘What do I need?’ 

How are you feeling?  
With the follow up question:  
What else are you feeling? 

Notice and name emotions. Always assume 
there will be more emotions.  

What went OK this week? 
 

Identify positive things. We grow more from 
building on what went well than from 
analysing what was not good.  

What do you see in yourself that you 
value? 
(+ What does God see in you?) 

Notice and name any strengths and values. 
These are the foundations of mental 
wellbeing.  

When you are looking after yourself well, 
what does that look like? 

Assume that this person has the capacity to 
take good care of themselves. Plan for that.  

How is it for you talking with me?  This is a brave but helpful question, that 
brings us into right now, between you and 
me. Is this working for you? 

 
Break-out rooms: 15 minutes 

• Practice asking each other these questions, and any other of the skills we have 
covered in this session. 

• Discuss how it feels to ask these questions and to be asked these questions. 
• Share insights from this seminar. What feels unresolved? What will you continue to 

explore? 
 
Closing Prayer 
“My God is my rock, in whom I take refuge.” 2 Samuel 22:3 
 



Links and Resources 
 
More about Silvia: 

• Counselling, supervision and seminars: 
https://www.conversationscounselling.nz 
In registering for Solid Ground you have been added to the Conversations Seminars email list, 
so you will receive information about upcoming trainings. Feel free to unsubcribe at any time.  

• Faith-based resources including sermons, prayers, songs:  
https://www.conversations.net.nz 

• Climate Mental Health Aotearoa: https://www.climatementalhealth.nz  
Please ‘Join’ to receive newsletters. 
 
Mental health resources highly recommended to download and explore: 
 
Grace Alliance 
https://mentalhealthgracealliance.org  
This is a US-based Christian mission, providing free resources for churches, small groups, 
families and individuals. ‘Living Grace’ is a 16-week small group process; each week has a 
topic with scripture-based teaching tools. 
 
The Sanctuary Course 
https://sanctuarymentalhealth.org/ 
Sanctuary Mental Health Ministries is UK-based. They offer a range of excellent resources 
including The Sanctuary Course for small groups. 
 
Healthify 
A NZ website with loads of great resources, such as 

• Apps for mental health, all reviewed and easy to access: 
https://healthify.nz/apps/m/mental-health-and-wellbeing-apps 

The page on Mental Health Conditions  
https://healthify.nz/health-a-z/m/mental-health-conditions  
has a ‘More Information’ tab with links to the best online resources, including:  

• Mental Health Foundation: https://mentalhealth.org.nz/  
• The Lowdown (for youth): https://www.thelowdown.co.nz/  
• Depression.org: https://www.depression.org.nz/  
• Just a Thought (online cognitive therapy): https://www.justathought.co.nz/  
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