Are you sitting uncomfortably? 
There’s a theory that prejudice comes from our intrinsic need to simplify a very complicated world
. If we can simplify or categorise then we can manage the myriad choices and information which we face more easily. Living simply2 may be something I would aspire to but lazy thinking could become prejudice. 

The uncomfortable feeling we may have when we meet someone in problematic circumstances can make us inclined to dismiss or devalue them. This type of simplifying often means we miss the chance to reflect and learn. Mental ill health is surely one of those areas where prejudice and discomfort may be apparent. This may mean that those who experience mental ill health and those that care for them can be dismissed or even feel ‘other’ or invisible.

At a conference I helped to put on3 which looked at dementia it was our intention to value people with this condition and their carers, informal and paid. Dementia is not a reassuring topic. It struck me how the situation of caring for someone who has developed this condition can make life by increment full of stress and loss. For the person concerned, fear and confusion are companions of a diagnosis. 

It was heartening at the event to see people from many sectors: business, public and voluntary organisations; all with a concern for people impacted by dementia. It is always encouraging to hear that something you have done has borne fruit so I was particularly delighted to hear how a delegate had started volunteering at ‘Singing for the brain’4 since the previous conference. 

Another story that sticks in my mind is one example Janet Jacobs’ mentioned5. After careful assessment of the risk, a Care Home resident with dementia was supported to take up her hobby of swimming. Even profoundly affected by dementia she was able to enjoy a swim. And as Janet said- it may seem pointless to bother with such detailed care for a person who later has forgotten they have been for a swim. Actually I think it is a great example of worthwhile caring for that individual and her wellbeing. And I still carry this example with me.

In World Mental Health week this October my challenge to readers is to give attention to some of the things around you that make you uncomfortable- for example a Christian who can’t get out to church as often as they used to, or a difficult local issue or concern. Don’t let it become too stressful but do something with it. For local churches in the process of Mission Action Planning - take time to reflect on the less palatable facts. Maybe your thoughts so far have become focused on the immediate benefits of mission for your congregation. Can I encourage you to also reflect on those around you who experience or cause you discomfort? They too are in need of the love of God but may not join you unless you journey out6 to them.
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2 Live simply campaign see: http://www.cafod.org.uk/livesimply 

3The mental health steering group came about after Derby Diocesan Synod heard a presentation in 2005 Promoting Mental Health. To find out more about the steering group, the ‘Promoting  mental health’ document or to be added to the related mailing list contact the author.

4 Singing for the brain is a community activity harnessing the recollection of songs (preserved memory) despite the development of dementia . The link below gives more information and contacts for local groups see:  http://www.alzheimers.org.uk/site/scripts/documents_info.php?documentID=760 

5 Keynote speakers at the conference were recorded and a copy of this CD is available on request

6 This concept is discussed in more detail in the publication Journeying Out: A New approach to Christian Mission,  Ann Morisy published Morehouse 2004
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