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PARISH MENTAL HEALTH MINISTRY
Support Guide

Thank you for your interest in starting a Mental Health Ministry at your parish or Area
Catholic Community. Starting a Mental Health Ministry is a gift to your parish and to
those who participate in the ministry. One of the beautiful things about ministry is that
it is God's work, not our own. As you start to look towards this ministry, take a deep
breath and remember that “it is He who began the good work and it is He who will

complete it” (Philippians 1:6).

HOW TO USE THIS GUIDE

PRAY
» Ask the Holy Spirit to guide your steps as you think about starting a Mental
Health Ministry at your ACC/parish. Allow as much time as needed for
discernment.
LEARN
» Like all ministries, it is important to understand what Mental Health Ministry is,
and is not. Some of this information is within this guide, as well as additional
resources to learn about and reflect on Mental Health Ministries.
SHARE
» Do you have individuals who are interested in Mental Health and
accompaniment, but are not sure where or how to start? Or community
members that you see particular gifts within that you'd like to consider joining
you? Share your ideas, and this guide, with them.
EXPLORE
» This guide is full of suggestions, but no one knows your parish/ACC
community like you do. Feel free to skip sections that might not apply to your
community, or add other ideas, actions and opportunities that may feel right
for your area.
START SOMEWHERE
» You do not have to have a concrete or complete plan to get started, so don't

let that stop you from starting somewhere!
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What is Mental Health Ministry

Faith institutions are uniquely positioned to play a critical role in the mental health of
their communities. Too often, individuals struggling with mental iliness feel
profoundly disconnected and isolated from the very communities they call home. Yet,
experiencing acceptance and support from one’s faith community is a vital catalyst—
not only for personal healing, but also for revealing the warmth of God's love in

action.

Mental Health Ministry is grounded in the theological understandings that every
person, regardless of their psychological struggles, is made in the image and likeness
of God. As Saint Pope John Paul Il beautifully stated, “Whoever suffers from mental
illness 'always' bears God's image and likeness.” Like the Good Samaritan, a mental
health ministry does not look the other way. Instead, it seeks to make the parish a safe

harbor where no one has to suffer in the shadows.

What Mental Health Ministry Is:
At its core, mental health ministry is about presence and accompaniment. Itis a
ministry modeled on Christ's compassionate care for all:
o Walking alongside individuals and their families as they navigate mental health
challenges, offering listening, prayer, and companionship
e Providing a non-judgmental space where isolation decreases and people can
share their struggles without fear of rejection
o Offering workshops and educational opportunities to foster "mental health
literacy" and decrease stigma, helping the wider community understand these
struggles as health conditions, not character flaws or moral failures
e Integrating faith-based resources - such as prayer, scripture, and the
sacraments - while actively pointing people toward appropriate professional

care and support networks
What Mental Health Ministry Is Not:

To safeguard both the ministers and those they serve, there are clear, healthy

boundaries defining that a mental health ministry is not:

i
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o Therapy or Clinical Diagnosis: Ministers are not acting as licensed
psychologists, psychiatrists, or counselors. They do not diagnose conditions,
prescribe medications, or offer clinical therapy.

o Substitute for Professional Care: Mental health ministry is designed to
complement, never replace, evidence-based psychological and medical
treatment.

e "Quick Fix": It does not promise instant or miraculous cures or suggest that a
mental health challenge can simply be prayed away. Rather, it recognizes that
recovery is a holistic journey of mind, body, and spirit.

When done well, faith communities can confidently build ministries of hope. Itis a
ministry in which we walk together in faith, helping ensure that the light of Christ

penetrates even the darkest moments of emotional and mental distress.

Connection to Diocesan Ministry

A parish/ACC mental health ministry is part of a diocesan network of teams. As such,
they should have similar elements and understanding as the St. Cloud Diocesan
Mental Health Ministry (learn about the diocesan ministry at:

https://stcdio.org/mental-health-ministry/). However, local ministries are also stand-

alone entities; there are many forms and activities a parish/ACC ministry can take on,
and they do not need to mimic the diocesan ministry. To connect, learn more or
discuss alignment and distinctiveness, reach out

to MentalHealthMinistry@qgw.stcdio.org.

One area in which parish/ACC mental health ministries are asked to adhere to that of
the diocese is in regard to the below role of a mental health ministry team and scope
of ministry for volunteers.
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Role of a Mental Health Ministry Team

A mental health ministry team role could include:
e Providing spiritual companionship (praying with, over and for others)
e Provide practical support (assistance finding or navigating appropriate help)
e Providing educational opportunities (broadening awareness and
understanding throughout the community)
e Providing advocacy (being an ally and a voice for policies, practices, language
and ideas that lift up the dignity of all, rather than further stigma or barriers)

If this ministry is done well, it has the potential to radically transform the parish into a

community where:

e No one feels alone
e No one is excluded from participation in the life or services of the parish/ACC

e The whole community is engaged in lifting up one another

Scope of Ministry for Parish/Area Catholic Community Volunteers

The parish/ACC offers a Mental Health Ministry which works in collaboration with the
Diocese of St. Cloud’s Mental Health Ministry. The parish/ACC mental health ministry
team consists of volunteers who:

e As non-professionals with generous hearts for giving, are familiar with mental
illness and mental health challenges and their effects on individuals and
families, or

e As professionals, have worked or work with those who are affected by mental

illness and mental health challenges

Parish/ACC volunteer team members —whether they are active or retired mental
health professionals or equipped non-professionals — will not provide the sort of
assistance reserved only for licensed practicing professionals. To be clear, licensed,
practicing mental health professionals who offer their time as volunteer parish/ACC
support team members will be functioning only within the scope of their mental

health ministry volunteer role, and not a professional, clinical capacity.
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Team members, whether professionals or non-professionals, should not provide the

following:

A professional therapeutic relationship

The prescribing, modification, or evaluation of medication

Mental health assessments leading to specific and detailed diagnoses and/or
referrals

Therapeutic support groups

Supervised living arrangements

Specific advice on lifestyle changes that may improve mental health

Any other services typically provided by mental health professionals

Ministry team members are able to offer:

A prayerful, listening ear, that validates the experience of those reaching out
for help without judgement, hearing and acknowledging their struggles

A safe place where confidential and prayerful listening can occur and spiritual
comfort may be experienced

Reassurance for those reaching out for help that they are not alone

Regular mental-health-related educational events at the parish/ACC based
upon needs within the community

Resources that are up-to-date and accurate, designed to educate, support and
inform those struggling with mental health challenges as well as their

caregivers and parish/ACC members
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Getting Started

Taking time to set up the ministry is important to ensure the proper supports are in
place to keep the ministry growing. We want to assist you in starting a sustainable
mental health ministry in your parish or ACC community. The following steps may be
used as a guide and can help give you direction whether you are starting from scratch
or looking to transform and enhance an existing ministry. Important first steps are to

pray and discern, and to gather and form your team.

Discernment

It is important for faith communities considering a Mental Health Ministry to ask
intentional questions and engage in a prayerful exploration process. These can be
used as discussion starters, but also for discernment and seeking the Holy Spirit's

guidance.

Areas to consider in brainstorming and discernment, include:
e Understanding Needs and Target Audience(s)
e Potential Areas/Topics
e Specific Initiatives/Activities, such as:
Prevention
Support
Advocacy
Education / Development of the Mental Health Ministry team
Education / Awareness in the parish

Liturgical

o O O O O O ©O

Community
e Evaluating and Refining Ideas

e Consider "Big Questions"

A brainstorming and discernment page with more detailed questions and elements

to explore can be found on the Diocesan website. https://stcdio.org/wp-

content/uploads/2026/07/brainstorm-for-a-mental-health-ministry.pdf
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Potential Next Steps: 1. Form(alize) the team; 2. Create the vision. 3. Prepare a

plan/proposal; 4. Begin letting the parish know. 5. Begin somewhere, and celebrate

any and all successes! 6. Continue to assess and discern!

Building a Team

GATHER PEOPLE: Start gathering a team by identifying individuals who are

mo
the

tivated to support people affected by mental health challenges. Consider any of
following:

People who are interested in Mental Health

People who have expertise in Mental Health

Someone with lived experience with mental illness (a family member of or person
who lives with a mental health challenge)

Clergy, deacons, or pastoral staff

Faith Community Nurses

Other groups doing similar ministries (Bereavement/Grief, Stephen Ministries,
pastoral care teams, other wellness ministries)

Who else comes to mind?

SEEK SUPPORT: Discuss and/or submit a proposal to parish/ACC leadership for

fee

dback and potential buy-in.

Think about things like budget, a staff liaison (if there isn't one on the team
already), bulletin space and potential integration into other ministries such as
liturgy and faith formation, what else will help ensure ongoing support for the
ministry as it develops and grows?

Seek leaders’ buy-in early, even before a concrete plan is in place, as a visible sign
to the wider community that this ministry is a valued and important part of the
Church'’s life and mission

Come back to leadership as that concrete plan develops or evolves. (ie. goals,

strategic plan, mission statement)
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INITIAL MEETING: Schedule a meeting with the team, or potential team, to get the

process started.

Start with prayer and purpose

Get to know one another’s reasons and passions for this ministry

Engage in discernment (see above) around the ministry and what it might look like
for your community; continue to assess and discern as you go

Delegate and share responsibilities

Aim to keep meetings on a schedule and be mindful of time (i.e. one hour every
third Wednesday)

(IN) FORM THE TEAM

Expand your knowledge of this ministry and mental health in general. It is strongly
suggested that each team member begin with some training or formation of their

own; consider what options will be utilized for team volunteers, clergy and/or staff,
such as:

o Mental Health First Aid (MHFA): https://mentalhealthfirstaid.org/

QPR (Question, Persaude, Refer): https://gprinstitute.com/

o
o SafeTALK: https://livingworks.net/training/livingworks-safetalk/
o Sanctuary for Catholics (asynchronous online course):

https://sanctuarymentalhealth.org/catholics/

o

Accompaniment or companionship trainings
o Courses and additional resources from the Association of Catholic Mental

Health Ministers: https://catholicmhm.org/learning-center

*Note: any of the above can also be offered for broader education/formation within
the parish/ACC community, as well as for your team of mental health ministry
leaders.

Find out what team members will need Safe Environment training to comply with
diocesan policy

|dentify mental health resources in the community such as hospitals and other
mental health care providers that can be provided to families as needed (see

community resource section below)
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Become familiar with 9-8-8, the Suicide and Crisis Lifeline! https://988lifeline.org

This resource is available in multiple languages. It can be reached via call, text or

chat. It is not only for suicide prevention or crisis, but can serve those who simply
need someone to talk, or who are unsure how to find help/resources for

themselves or others.

CREATE A STRATEGY:

Assess the needs of your parish community (Consider the assessment tool offered
by the Association of Catholic Mental Health Ministers)
https://files.ecatholic.com/31862/documents/2023/3/ministryassessment-
1%201.pdf?t=1680202494000

Develop a mission statement or vision statement: See here for some tips in

creating a mission statement. https://stcdio.org/wp-

content/uploads/2026/07/creating-a-mission-statement.pdf

Set Goals: Start small, go slow - Goals, no matter how small, can keep you moving
forward, so set a few to start. (Diocesan Mental Health Ministry Team members
can help your group work through a strategic planning session(s))

Introduce the Mental Health Ministry to the parish/ACC (See below for ideas)

Try not to get bogged down by how big this could feel or not knowing where to
start - just start somewhere!

Assess your progress at regular intervals: Celebrate each and every step, activity
and win!

Continue to discern and pray for this ministry!
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Engaging in the Ministry

“In the same way, let your light shine before others, so that they may see your good

works and give glory to your Father who is in heaven.” Matthew 5:16

INTRODUCE THE TOPIC OF MENTAL HEALTH TO THE PARISH/ACC: Once you have

a team and have set some goals, begin by creating awareness in your community

about the ministry. This could include any of the following:

Host a virtual awareness or training event (Check out resources available on

www.Catholicmhm.org for individuals or groups)

Consider hosting a speaker or event on mental health topics (You may know local
speakers, or check with the Diocesan Mental Health Ministry Team for
suggestions)

Place reflections on mental health in your bulletin, newsletter, social media or
website

Mention specific mental health conditions and suicide in Mass intentions

Create a simple webpage or section on your website with resources, news,
reflections and events; or feel free to use the diocesan Mental Health Ministry

website: https://stcdio.org/mental-health-ministry/

Connect with a Diocesan Mental Health Ministry member for more ideas or

guidance: email MentalHealthMinistry@gw.stcdio.org

POSSIBLE MINISTRY ACTIVITIES: Once folks are on board for this ministry, consider

various ways to support and accompany individuals dealing with mental health

challenges and their caretakers:

Establish a prayer network for those with mental health challenges and their
caretakers.

Facilitate small faith sharing groups such as:

o People who live with a mental illness

Caretakers who support someone with a mental illness

Emotions Anonymous

Grief support groups

o O O O

Suicide Survivor support groups
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o Check out guidelines on leading support groups

https://catholicmhm.org/mental-health-ministry-meetings

Create a list of available mental health resources in your area.

Maintain a Mental Health Ministry website and resources; or link to the Diocesan
or National Mental Health Ministries websites noted in this guide

Social media posts for mental health-related days (ie. 9-8-8 Day, Suicide
Prevention Month, Mental Health Awareness month, Feast of St. Dymphna,
USCCB's Novena for Mental Health)

Host special liturgies or offer prayer opportunities such as St. Dymphna Mass
(May 15 feast day), The Longest Night/Blue Mass or service (December 21 or
holiday season), Suicide Healing and Remembrance Mass or service (September
is Suicide Awareness Month)

o See liturgy resources and homily guides: https://catholicmhm.org/worship-

and-liturgy-resources

o See the diocesan Suicide Healing and Remembrance pastoral resource

page: https://stcdio.org/suicide-healing-and-remembrance

Offer annual/semi-annual training or ongoing formation events.

Home visits to people who are homebound or unable to fully participate in liturgy

and parish life due to their mental health.

Meal offerings for those homebound or in a period of mental health struggle.
Hospital Visits to local psychiatric hospitals and mental health care facilities.
Always check first to see if visits are allowed.

Support other parish ministries. Be the parish resource on mental health issues-
for example work with the youth ministry team to periodically discuss mental
health issues, work with the prison ministry to support their advocacy for better
mental health care in prisons, etc.

Promote and invite the parish/ACC to diocesan events (ie. Mass for Suicide
Healing and Remembrance)

Read “Ten Actions Every Parish Can Take to Reach Out to Persons with Mental
lliness and their Families” from the National Catholic Partnership on Disability:

https://www.ncpd.org/ministries-

programs/specific/mentalillness/resources/mhmonth

a. Connect with a Diocesan Mental Health Ministry member for more ideas

or guidance. Email MentalHealthMinistry@gw.stcdio.org.
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Use available resources

Moses said to the Lord, “Pardon your servant, Lord. | have never been eloquent,
neither in the past nor since you have spoken to your servant. | am slow of speech and
tongue.” The Lord said to him, “Who gave human beings their mouths? Who makes
them deaf or mute? Who gives them sight or makes them blind? Is it not I, the Lord?
Now go; | will help you speak and will teach you what to say” (Exodus 4: 10-12).

e What Mental Health Resources does your parish currently have?
o Pamphlets

Resources

Referral protocols, etc.

Trained professionals or volunteers already

O O O O

Speakers or formation that have been offered in the past

e Are your current mental health resources:
Current?

Accurate?

Free of stigma, welcoming and inclusive?

Location specific or relevant to your community/area?

O O O O O

Easy for people to see, find, access in your church space?

e What resources are still missing, and where can you find it?

e What formation or training resources does your team need? (see “4.(In)Form the
Team” section under Build a Team above for some options)

e Check out the Diocesan Mental Health Ministry page for more resources:

https://stcdio.org/mental-health-ministry/

e Ask a representative from the diocese MHM team to be at a meeting if your team

would like personal guidance. Email MentalHealthMinistry@gw.stcdio.org

o Other resources for starting a Mental Health Ministry can be found at:
o The Association of Catholic Mental Health Ministers:

https://catholicmhm.org/start-a-parish-ministry

o The National Catholic Partnership on Disability https://www.ncpd.org/
o Pathways2Promise’s Companionship Movement:

https://www.pathways2promise.org/creating-caring-congregations
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Utilize expertise of individuals within the parish community.

o Call upon parishioners with particular interests, gifts and experience to offer
talks or programs related to mental health and wellness, such as health care,
arts, music, exercise, nutrition, hobbies.

Utilize social events and other community building efforts already in place;

building community decreases stigma and fulfils the need for socialization and

acceptance, as well as countering isolation which can often lead to or be a result

of mental health struggles.

Explore other dioceses or parishes’ Mental Health Ministries for ideas (but always
remember, this ministry is for your parish/ACC, so do not feel you have to
replicate anything from elsewhere that isnt the right fit. This is where your

continued prayer for the Spirit's guidance will be helpful!)
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Key Resources

Diocese of St. Cloud Mental Health Ministry (Resources for Help and Healing,
Mental Health Ministry tools; and Responding to Suicide):
https://stcdio.org/mental-health-ministry/

The Association of Catholic Mental Health Ministers (Numerous resources to

start, train and sustain this ministry): www.Catholicmhm.org

The National Catholic Partnership on Disability (NCPD): A Pastoral Response to
Person with Mental lliness guide:

https://www.ncpd.org/resources and toolkits/pastoral-response-persons-mental-

illness

USCCB Novena for Mental Health (a prayer opportunity and resource in October):

https://www.usccb.org/resources/novena-mental-health. Available in Spanish and

English.

Navigating a Mental Health Crisis (A NAMI Resource Guide for anyone experiencing
a mental health emergency): nami.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/07/Navigating-A-
Mental-Health-Crisis.pdf

FaithNet (A NAMI resource on the vital role of spirituality and faith communities in
mental health recovery): https://www.nami.org/community-and-culture/nami-
faithnet/

Make it Ok (a community campaign by HealthPartners to end the stigma

surrounding mental health and mental illnesses): https://makeitok.org/

SafeTALK (Training to learn how to talk openly about suicide, reach out to someone
with thoughts of suicide, and connect them with further support):

https://livingworks.net/

Mental Health First Aid (Training on how to identify, understand and respond to
signs of mental illnesses and substance use disorders):

https://mentalhealthfirstaid.org/. Available in Spanish and English.
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Question, Persuade, Refer (QPR) (Learn how to help prevent suicide):

https://gprinstitute.com/

9-8-8 Lifeline (for those facing mental health struggles or just needing
someone to talk to, and those who may be accompanying them; call, text or
chat 24 hours a day, 7 days a week): https://988lifeline.org/. Available in

Spanish and English.
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