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‘Catherine G. Lucas’s Coping with a Mental Health Crisis: Seven steps to healing points the way towards understanding what we call mental illness as part of the human search for meaning and inner truth. As such, the sufferer need not adopt the hopelessness of psychiatry’s brain illness model. Her advice for those seeking help makes this book a must-read.’

Daniel Dorman, MD, Assistant Clinical Professor of Psychiatry UCLA School of Medicine, and author of Dante’s Cure: A journey out of madness

‘Can a mental health crisis ever be a blessing in disguise? In this handbook for healing, Catherine G. Lucas offers advice that’s practical, holistic and gently optimistic, grown out of her own personal experience and resonating strongly with the work I do being alongside some of the world’s most sensitive and spiritual people; mental-health service users. For anyone who is willing to make the choice to take responsibility for their own recovery, this book will be both unique and invaluable, describing a wide variety of transformative ways to harness the potential for light even in the darkest of places.’

Mirabai Swingler, Spiritual Care Leader North East London NHS Foundation Trust (NELFT) and founder of the Only Us campaign

‘Catherine G. Lucas provides a very comprehensive set of complementary alternatives to the biomedical model for someone experiencing a mental health crisis. As a person with “lived experience”, she speaks with authority when she says you need to make sure the person you choose to support and guide you believes you can get better. This is a must-read for people experiencing a mental health crisis or for those looking for an effective way to support them.’

Phil Borges, Director, CrazyWise

‘Catherine brings a long overdue, compassionate and thoughtful challenge to the standard view that so-called mental illness is simply a pathology, with the only recourse being a lifetime of medication and psychiatry. It’s a call to recognize the spiritual component of apparent “psychosis”, seeing it rather as an opportunity for soul-level healing: a massive and deep re-organization of the psyche necessary for radical transformation. It builds on the insights in her previous book, and offers practical and achievable advice on how to live well and heal from a psychological crisis.’

Richard Drake, Spiritual Emergence Service (Canada) and author of Nirvana by Installments


Coping with a Mental Health Crisis

Catherine G. Lucas is an accredited mindfulness trainer, working both face to face and online. She has been training groups since 2007, including NHS therapists, as well as soldiers returning from Iraq and Afghanistan, for the Ministry of Defence. Catherine is also author of In Case of Spiritual Emergency and founder of the Spiritual Crisis Network, a UK charity. Catherine is a respected international speaker on psychospiritual crisis and active in building international collaboration in the field.
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For you

I’ve written this book because I believe in you.

I believe in your ability to heal and grow.

I believe in your ability to wake up, to become self-aware,

to move towards love and away from fear.

I believe in your ability to take ownership of your journey towards wholeness.

I believe in your courage, determination and perseverance,

all of which you will need to succeed on this journey.

Above all, I believe you. I believe your experience.

I believe it has a deeper meaning, a soulful meaning.

I honour that and I honour you.
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Foreword

Catherine G. Lucas has written a very important book and has given us a precious gift. Since the beginning of biological psychiatry in the late 1950s through the ‘Decade of the Brain’ in the 1990s to now, the mind, body and spirit connection as it relates to extreme mental states has been sorely missing. In many ways it has been relegated to the realms of irrelevancy by mainstream psychiatry.

The focus on brain pathology and chemical imbalances has led to a mental health paradigm of care that tends to negate the deeper meaning and purpose of an individual’s lived experience. In her book, which is both comprehensive and informative, Catherine gives compelling evidence through personal stories, including her own. These show that going through a serious mental health challenge can be a catalyst for change, an opportunity for healing and growth, rather than a lifetime sentence of symptom management where downward spirals are considered the norm, as is the control of such downward spirals with potent psychoactive medication.

Working in the mental health field for 32 years as a psychiatric nurse, trainer and supervisor, I have seen how a reductionist approach which focuses more on a diagnostic label has contributed to the despair and hopelessness felt by so many people going through extreme state. A person is much more than a collection of symptoms. Healing requires an integrated whole-person approach, one in which not only the person but also that person’s unique lived experience is valued.

Catherine gives examples of different therapeutic approaches and modalities which honour the role of soul or spirit in a mental health crisis. I have come to realize at a most profound level that what is much thought of (falsely so) as pathology and an illness has its roots in wounds of the soul. It is because of the significance those wounds have on the one experiencing them, which largely goes unaddressed, that I resonate so much with Catherine’s book.

At 18, I felt my mind was leaving me. Intrusive voices were telling me to harm myself and those I loved. Living with a father who was mentally and emotionally abusive took its toll. At school I was teased and made fun of, which made me feel worse and even more alone. I was falling down a deep, dark hole with no end in sight to the pain and suffering.

It was the late 1960s and I was diagnosed with what my parents were told was an incurable mental disorder. For the next year and a half I was hospitalized twice and put on heavy doses of psychotropic medication with symptom suppression as the primary focus. As my despair worsened, so did the debilitating side effects of the medications I was on.

It was during my third and last hospitalization, lasting over three years, that things began to change. The psychiatrist assigned to me, also a trained psychotherapist, treated me differently. He showed interest in me and believed in my ability to heal. Instead of prescribing medication, he listened. Although I was silent during most of the first year of therapy and rarely talked, he never gave up on me. My feelings and experiences were validated. Later, when I asked him why he always stayed the entire 55 minutes of our therapy sessions when I didn’t appear to be responding, he told me that he felt there was meaning in my silence. During the remainder of my hospitalization, including four years of therapy afterwards with the same therapist, I embarked on a journey of growth and self-discovery that I continue to benefit from to this very day. The psychospiritual crisis I had experienced opened me up to life.

It was sheer culture shock when I began working as a psychiatric nurse in the late 1970s. People going through severe mental emotional distress and given labels such as ‘schizophrenia’, as I had once been given, were heavily medicated, many times against their will. Talking therapies were not available to those with such labels because the psychiatric community deemed that people with certain diagnoses would not benefit from them. Psychosocial therapies were limited.

More times than not, medications were given as punishment and a means of maintaining control by the nursing staff rather than as a valid therapeutic intervention. On numerous occasions I was told that I spent too much time with ‘patients’, that their delusions had no meaning and their behaviours would only intensify if I gave them too much attention. Early on I had to ask myself: did I really want to continue working as a psychiatric nurse in a healthcare field where the environment so disregarded and undervalued a person’s humanity?

My answer came when I remembered the difference that one person made in my life by just being there, engendering hope and a will to live, not merely to survive, through compassionate empathetic care.

Within the last 15 years there has been a slow shift in the mental health field towards a paradigm of care that is starting to recognize the value of a whole-person approach as it relates to people going through serious mental health challenges. A large part of that shift can be credited to the recovery model of care, with a focus on a person’s strengths rather than symptoms. People’s lived experience and how they relate to that experience is being included in treatment planning and considered a vital part of those strengths. Psychosocial therapies are gaining prominence. Long-term maintenance on psychiatric drugs is being scrutinized as more evidence and research is revealing that the duration of antipsychotic treatment leads to significant increases in cardiometabolic risk factors, risk factors which contribute to higher mortality and morbidity rates.

Because of these changes, and especially in the context of the broader therapeutic community, this book is extremely significant and timely. There are many paths to healing and wellness that are transformative and soul enriching, as Catherine illustrates so eloquently: paths which emphasize resiliency and the innate striving within us all not just to survive a serious psychological crisis, but to thrive on a mental, emotional and spiritual level from having gone through one.

How people come to view their experience, whether it be as life-affirming or life-threatening, has much to do with the attitudes of the professionals working with people in crisis and their belief in those people’s ability to heal. Catherine addresses these issues and much more, providing options, strategies and resources to help on the journey. The transpersonal nature and deeper meaning of severe psychic distress and the role it plays in developing a sense of purpose in life; the importance of a supportive nurturing environment, including counsellor or therapist; and the therapeutic value of a balanced approach, are all intricately woven into the fabric of this book.

Finally, Coping with a Mental Crisis: Seven steps to healing inspires hope and empowerment. At the same time, it draws our attention to how important it is for the mental health community to continue its growing trend towards a vision of care that embraces a more holistic path, one in which the person is valued as the main influencer of his or her own care.

Catherine Penney, RN, California

Catherine Penney is featured in Dante’s Cure: A journey out of madness by Dr Daniel Dorman.
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Note to the reader

Please take good care of yourself while reading this book. Be sure to seek medical care and professional mental health advice when you need it. This book is not intended to replace that or to be used as a handbook for treatment.

The names of those who have generously shared their personal experience have been changed.

All details of books and articles discussed can be found in the ‘Further reading’ or ‘References’ sections, and all websites are listed in ‘Useful addresses’, all at the end of the book.



COPING WITH A MENTAL
HEALTH CRISIS


The life you want to live

This is a book about healing and growth. It is about taking charge of your life, creating the healing you want to see, the life you want to live. It is based on my healing journey and that of others, those of us who have experience in how to heal and grow. One of these is Cathy Penney. I invited this inspiring woman to write the Foreword because she is the living embodiment of this book’s message: you can heal. Coping with a Mental Health Crisis is also based on my professional expertise of supporting others on their healing journeys through the mindfulness training and mentoring I offer.



Who is this book for?

This book is for you if:

•you have been through a mental health crisis;

•you are looking for ways to make sense of what you have been through;

•you’ve had a mental health crisis and want to use it as an opportunity for healing and growth, to help make sure it doesn’t happen again;

•you are willing to take responsibility for moving successfully through this challenging time in your life, if you are willing to actively engage with the ‘Seven steps to healing’;

•following a mental health crisis, you have discovered a newfound interest in spirituality because of what you’ve been through;

•a loved one, friend or colleague has been through a mental health crisis and you want to support that person as effectively as possible;

•you
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