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A PR AYER IN THE WILDERNESS 
OF A MENTAL ILLNESS

In the Name of the Father and of the + Son and of the Holy Spirit.

Amen.

Out of the deep have I called unto you, O Lord; *
Lord, hear my voice.

O let your ears consider well *
the voice of my supplications.

If you, Lord, were to mark what is done amiss, *
O Lord, who could abide it?

For there is mercy with you; *
therefore you shall be feared.

I wait for the Lord; my soul waits for him; *
in his word is my trust.

My soul waits for the Lord, *
more than watchmen for the morning,
more than watchmen for the morning.

O Israel, trust in the Lord, for with the Lord there is mercy, *
and with him is plenteous redemption;

And he shall redeem Israel *

from all their sins.	 Psalm 130
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Glory be to the Father and to the Son and to the Holy Spirit; *
as it was in the beginning, is now, and ever shall be,  
world without end. Amen.

Lord, have mercy on us.
Christ, have mercy on us.
Lord, have mercy on us.

Our Father, who art in heaven,
hallowed be thy name.
Thy kingdom come.
Thy will be done, on earth as it is in heaven.
Give us this day our daily bread.
And forgive us our trespasses,

as we forgive those who trespass against us.
And lead us not into temptation,

but deliver us from evil.	 Matthew 6:9–13

For thine is the kingdom and the glory and the power  
forever and ever.

Amen.
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FOREWORD

Kathryn Greene-McCreight

People afflicted with mental illnesses may experience 

the same symptoms but manage them differently. This is because, 

while symptoms are outwardly expressed, they are also inwardly 

experienced. The signs and symptoms themselves are identifiable: 

my son will not get out of bed; my daughter hears voices that others 

do not hear; my minister has fits of rage for no apparent reason. 

These symptoms are organized into discrete diagnoses of diseases, 
each appearing as a code in the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual 
of Mental Disorders for insurance and medication purposes. But 

each person responds to symptoms and manages them in their 

own unique ways. 

How we experience these symptoms inwardly also differs from 

person to person. Her symptoms cause her feelings of shame or 

self-hatred; his symptoms cause him anger and guilt; for another 
all of these are present at once, or not at all. How we react to these 

various feelings and experiences forms yet another layer of com-

plication. One person cannot bear to be perceived as sick, so they 

expend a lot of energy trying to seem fine; another feels her church 
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must not know she is ill and retreats into silent absence. One 

person tries to shelter others from themselves; another wants 

to blame others. 

Muddying matters further is the question of how other 

people (family and friends and colleagues) react to the individ-

ual’s affliction. Does her sense of shame at her own symptoms 

appear to her family as a rejection of them? How do they react to 

this? Does his raging cause his parishioners to blame themselves? 

How do they take on this anger in their own interactions with 

him? Supporting others in times of mental affliction requires 

acknowledging all of these layers.

If we take seriously these complex layers of mental illness, 

mental health is how we live our lives oriented toward the 

good. John Bryant points to this. The problem is not so much 

the thoughts and the feelings created by his disease, but how 

he tries to manage them, what he does with them. He learns to 
offer up these thoughts and feelings to Christ and to depend on 
His Mercy—rather than himself—to be enough to sustain and 
lead him.

John confronts his reader with important questions: “But 

who is Christ? And who am I? Where am I going? And what 

am I supposed to be doing?” He shows how these questions, key 

for any Christian, can become cruel taunts for those who are 

afflicted by mental illnesses. Depression, anxiety, schizoaffec-

tive disorder (to name but a few) muffle the questions and block 

healthy responses to them. Shame, dread, fear, emptiness, and 

isolation threaten to veil the Lord’s presence from the believer. 
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The term “recovery” seems a chimera, a mocking insult. There is 

no recovery, and all of life is reduced to a Sisyphusian attempt 

to bear the crushing weight of the cross, with no sign of hope or 
hint of the empty tomb. John speaks with courageous vulnera-
bility into this tangle of issues as one who trusts Christ even in 
the misery of affliction.

How long, O LORD? Will you forget me forever?
How long will you hide your face from me?

How long must I take counsel in my soul 
and have sorrow in my heart all the day?

How long shall my enemy be exalted over me?
But I have trusted in your steadfast love;

my heart shall rejoice in your salvation.
I will sing to the LORD,

because he has dealt bountifully with me.

Psalm 13:1–2, 5–6



WE PROCLAIM  
the MYSTERY  
of OUR FAITH

The Word,  
the Way,  
and the Amen



part i 

WORD and 

UNDERSTANDING
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My thoughts are gems and bastards, but it’s a stretch 

to say they’re mine. With thoughts this vivid, uncontrolled, and 

catastrophic, I am rather, it seems, at their mercy. If they are mine, 

they are only mine in this way: that I am the one they are happening 

to. I am the one who has to see them.
I live like a lot of people. I see people, I do things. I eat cereal, I 

drive a truck, and I try to be kind. But with a brain that sends me 

nightmares during the day—thoughts parading down the hall of 

my mind, vivid images both bizarre and impossible, at various turns 

random, sexual, violent—I’ve had to come to terms with the fact 
that I have a brain that says what I don’t mean and shows me what 
I don’t want to see: horrible things to look at while I’m trying to 
work and eat and live.

In the psychiatric community they are called intrusive thoughts.

I have also had to come to terms with the fact that I have a 

brain that—along with saying what I don’t mean, and showing 
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me what I don’t want to see—makes me feel what I don’t under-

stand. Incredible and overwhelming verdicts of shame, fear, and 

dread—dark and horrible feelings so shattering and conclusive 
they could only be overturned by the death of the Son of God.

By my brain I have been made to see and feel horrors, have 

lived, in particular, under the vicious regime of three dark and 

horrible feelings my whole life, with a brain that says
Something is wrong (shame).
Something is intolerable (dread).
Something bad is going to happen (fear).

In light of those bizarre thoughts and those awful feelings 

that it has created, my brain then tells me What Should Happen, 

handing out its two commands:
You need to do something to be okay.
You have to have something to be okay.

I have learned to refer to those bizarre and awful thoughts, 

those three powerful feelings, and those two bizarre commands, 

collectively, as the Siren. I also know it, affectionately, as My 

Affliction and What’s Wrong With My Brain.
In the psychiatric community, it is known as obsessive-com-

pulsive disorder.

The Siren is my word for the intensity and pull of a mental 

illness. For me it has a double meaning: the Siren refers both to a 

car alarm going off and the creatures that tried to pull Odysseus 

into the rocks by singing to him. It is both urgency and urge, 

both warning and command, both scream and pull, both obses-
sion and compulsion.
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The Siren is my word for the fact that the world is not what 
my brain says it is. It is a word that has helped me live with the 
fact that my brain is not my friend. It is a word that has helped 
me not be devoured by the symptoms of a mental illness.

Those dark and awful thoughts and feelings are, the brain 

scans have shown, just chemicals in the brain misfiring. I have a 
brain unlike other brains. It consistently and persuasively misin-
forms. It is always telling me things that are not true.

Those dark and awful thoughts and feelings, however, are not 

received as data or information, or even misinformation, but are 

consistently experienced as gods, as omens, as verdicts, and as 

dark prophetic utterances. They make their appearance in my life 

as the Final Word and the End of the World. The final Word on 
life, the final Word on others, the final Word on myself.

And so I have also learned to call the Siren not only My 

Affliction or What’s Wrong but also the Bully and the Accuser.

People with obsessive-compulsive disorder, when met with 

the horrible things their brain can show them, and just how bad 

their brain can make them feel, do things to make their brain 

stop screaming at them. They obey its command so it will leave 
them alone.

That is, faced with those obsessions (those distressing thoughts 

and feelings, what their brain says is wrong, or intolerable, or 

about to happen), they give in to compulsions (what the brain 
says has to happen) so they will feel okay.

They scrub floors; they check things. They create magic num-

bers or habits to dampen or avoid the verdict their brain has 
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provided, the verdict that says life is intolerable and unbearable, 

that something is absolutely, excruciatingly wrong, that some-

thing absolutely must be done, that something must be fixed. 

They do this to console themselves. They do this so they’ll be okay.

My compulsion, my urge, is to go into my head and do four 

things: figure out, know for sure, defend myself, and make things 

right. My compulsion is excessive rumination. Over the last thirty 

years, this compulsion has formed into an immense, labyrinthine, 

tangled, trapdoor mansion located only in my head: a tangled 

nest of circuits, a constant and looping embroidery of thoughts 

to mitigate, satisfy, outrun, and overturn the verdicts handed 

down by the Siren, the horrors I can be made to see and feel if 

I don’t think better and think more. I have learned to call this 

constant, looping embroidery of thoughts, this vast network of 

compulsions, the Realm of Ceaseless Cognition. I will also call it 

the Haunted House. That is what it felt like over the years. This 
tangled network of compulsions has felt like a Haunted House.

The Realm of Ceaseless Cognition is the place I go to check 

and make sure, the place I go to defend myself against cataclysm 

and defamation, the place I go to figure things out and make 

things right when the Siren says something is wrong (and some-

thing is always wrong). It is the place where I go to know for sure 

nothing bad will happen when the Siren tells me something bad 

is about to happen. The Haunted House is where I go to hide 

from all the things the Siren says cannot be tolerated, where I 

go to hide from what I can be made to see and what I can be 

made to feel.
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The Realm of Ceaseless Cognition has been the country I 

have lived in all my life, the world I’ve been in instead of being in 

the world. The Haunted House is the place where I have learned 

to go and depend on myself. It is where my dependence on myself 

has taken root, where it has been deepened, honored, cultivated, 

satisfied, and become its own stronghold, its own place. This vast 

network of cognition and self-deception is my place of enslave-

ment. It is where I am misshapen. And it has made my life lonely 

in ways I do not know how to explain to the people I love most.

This memoir is about how I learned to leave that place, 

the Haunted House, the Realm of Ceaseless Cognition, that 

immense, tangled mass of hypervigilant rumination that I once 

thought was the same thing as myself. It is how I learned to leave 

my own shadow. And how I learned to move in the opposite 

direction of the greatest perceived needs of my life: the need to 
figure things out so I will be okay, the need to know for sure so 

I will be okay, the need to defend myself so I will be okay, the 

need to go into my head and make things right so I will be okay.
It’s the story of how I left the Realm of Ceaseless Cognition 

and began to be quietly changed by heading somewhere else.
But it is not the story of how I got rid of a mental illness by 

believing in Jesus.
I have not, in getting better, removed this illness or its symp-

toms. The Siren I’ve stopped worshiping is still there. The 
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warnings and commands still go off like missiles and fireworks, 
and savagely strike both mind and heart. And recovery has not 
meant making that go away, has not meant policing the appear-

ance of those dark and awful thoughts, or mitigating the intensity 

and pull of those dark and awful feelings. They are still very real 

and very painful to me. They are still the experience provided 

by my brain.

It has been important for me over the years to not understand 

a mental illness as a character flaw or a lack of faith when it is 

simply an Affliction, a kind of Suffering among other kinds of 

Suffering. I simply have a brain that provides horrors to be seen 

and felt. I have a brain that provides great anguish and distress 

without any warning and without my volition. A mental illness, 
of course, is affected by and related to many other things in life, 

but it is most simply just that: an experience provided by the brain.

I love Jesus and am still very much mentally ill. My love for 

Jesus has not fixed that. And Jesus’ love for me has not fixed it 

either. I love Jesus very, very much. And I’ve still been made to 
see and feel horrors.

The Siren is still there, wailing, lying, bullying, intimidating. 

Still there, still so swaggering and urgent and full of itself, pump-

ing my body with dumbstruck, awe-filled dread, always coming 

up with something dark and horrible for me to be afraid of or 

look at. The only difference now is that those symptoms are a 

Wilderness I walk through rather than a god I worship.

The Siren has not gone. It is only our relationship that has 

changed. It is only that I have learned to stop worshiping It. 
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I have not, as of yet, been rescued either by therapy or medica-

tion from the intensity and appearance of those thoughts and 

feelings, that scream and pull, those warnings and commands, 

but only from the trust I had in them. And I have spent the last 
three years learning that it is only the thoughts and feelings we 
trust that get to kill us, that the saddest thing in the world isn’t 
to have bad thoughts or feelings. The saddest thing in the world 
is to believe things that are not true.

That is what recovery has meant for me.

And it looks like this: to walk down the street, or drive my 

car, or be sitting with my wife, and
To think that something is wrong.
And to feel like something is wrong.
And to understand nothing is wrong.

This may not be what other people mean by recovery. But that 

is what I mean. For as long as I can remember, my life has been 
a stalemate between how I feel, what I think, and what I under-

stand. And now I know that what I understand will always mean 

more than what I can be made to think and feel by the faulty 

wiring in my brain. That understanding has, and will, determine 

more of the course of my life than this bewildering Affliction.

I don’t need to have the right thoughts and the right feel-

ings to be okay. That is what I understand now. And while those 

thoughts and feelings can riot and rage, while they can fluctuate 

in intensity and fling out their own provocative new content, 

the patient, quiet understanding that I am already okay can still 
deepen. I can understand I’m okay when I don’t feel okay. And 
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with that understanding I can walk through the Wilderness of 

those bewildering symptoms and have myself a little life. With 
that understanding I can patiently endure what can be seen and 

felt. I can patiently endure these horrors I’ve been made to see 

and feel.

It turns out that patient, quiet understanding is the only thing 

I need to be okay. And it turns out the world changes shape 

around what I understand. It can turn a terrifying god into a 

simple Wilderness. It can turn a bully into symptoms. This under-

standing has been the chief Mercy of my life. And Mercy, I’ve 

learned, is not a feeling that must be felt, or thought that we must 

think, but a Reality that is understood.

For the longest time I thought I was the symptoms of my 

illness, that I was as dark and horrible as they were. That I was 

the same as what my brain did, the same as what it showed me. 

But now I know those thoughts and feelings are mine only in 

the sense that I am the one they’re happening to, the one in the 

Wilderness of what I can be made to see and feel. I’m just the one 

making my way through what my mind can show me.

When my mind became a terrifying, threatening Stranger, 

when all normal thoughts and feelings were taken from me, it 

seemed all I had was that understanding. The understanding that 

I was okay. And since that understanding was all I had, I decided 

that understanding was who I was.

Rather than those thoughts, or my feelings, I seem to have 

become that patient, quiet understanding. I have become, instead 

of my thoughts and feelings, a hard kernel of patient, quiet trust. 
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A patient, quiet understanding that is simply my ability to trust. 
An understanding of the heart.

And I count that patient, quiet understanding—that hard 

kernel of patient quiet trust—as more dearly bought and more 

vigilantly guarded than anything else in my life. It has been more 

precious to me than better thoughts, and better feelings. I make 

my way through the Wilderness of what can be thought and what 

can be felt as that patient, quiet understanding, a sojourner in 

the Wilderness of the experiences created by my mind.

It has also, at times, felt like being a small, unsinkable boat in 

a great storm. A storm no one else can see because it is, as they 
say, all in your head.

That understanding, that small boat, that hard kernel of 
patient, quiet trust has a uniquely religious valence. It is the 

patient, quiet trust I have in Christ. It is the patient, quiet under-

standing of who Christ is. A capacity to quietly hand myself over 

to who I know Christ to be and to know I am okay.

This is not, of course, what I wanted. What I wanted was 

better thoughts and better feelings. The absence of Suffering. I 

wanted my brain to provide better experiences. And what I got 

was a better understanding of who Christ is and who I am; where 

I’m headed and what I’m supposed to be doing.

The word “understanding” may be tricky. It may take some 

time to know what I mean by it, but what I mean by it is what 

Scripture means by humility, reverence, and the fear of the Lord. 

An understanding of the heart. A posture, a way to live by faith. 
A humility that is not a command or a feeling but a gift and an 
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inheritance, the condition of knowing who Christ is so that I 

know who we are, so that we know where we’re going, and what 
we’re supposed to be doing.

The heart is not a thought or feeling but our capacity to trust, 

to hand ourselves over to what is trusted. We cannot see or even 
really feel this “heart.” But it is the heart that consecrates every-
thing we can see and feel.

What do I need to be okay? The Siren would say the only 

thing I need to be okay is to obey its warnings and commands. 

But it turns out the only thing I need to be okay is to know who 

Christ is and who I am, where I’m going and what I’m supposed 

to be doing. That humility, that understanding, is all I need to 

leave the Haunted House of compulsions and make my way 

through the Wilderness of bewildering symptoms.
But who is Christ? And who am I? Where am I going? And 

what am I supposed to be doing?
It is something I ask myself and I have learned to tell myself 

simply, that Christ is the Mercy that has been offered, that I 

am servant and guest of the Mercy that has been offered, that I 
am headed into the future provided by the Mercy that has been 

offered, and that, until it arrives, the only thing I can really do 

is behold, be patient, and bear witness to the Mercy that has 

been offered.
I am not the Mercy that has been offered. I have not died for 

the sins of the world. Neither have you. But I can understand that 

Mercy has been offered. And I can become that understanding. 
It has been an agony to have to become something so simple. It 
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is like being winnowed down to a single hot coal that cannot be 

put out. It is like falling down a mountain until you find a single 

place to put your foot and stand. Because it is felt so simply it is 

felt more deeply and more powerfully. And the deeper the under-

standing, the quieter I have become. Especially in turmoil, and 
even in great anguish and distress.

None of the horrors I have been made to think or feel have 

been able to destroy that understanding, that quiet boat, that 

hard kernel, that single hot coal. And since that understanding 

has not been destroyed, I have not been destroyed. I have not 

been swallowed up by the symptoms of my mental illness.

But I still have a mental illness. There really is something 

wrong with my brain. And that’s okay.

I have only been rescued from the compulsions, from the 

worship of the Siren. But I am still in the Wilderness of it. The 

understanding has not removed this Affliction. One does not 

get rid of the other. They occupy the same space.

Understanding who Christ is, who you are, and where you’re 

going and what you’re supposed to be doing does not make you 

suffer less, it only changes what Suffering appears to you as: as 

simple Wilderness rather than god. As symptoms rather than 

omens.

This Affliction, the thing I call What’s Wrong With My Brain 

lives in me as What Has to Happen. This simple indicative lives 

in me as an imperative, as an intimidation. But that patient, 

quiet understanding can turn What Has to Happen back into 

What’s Wrong, can turn a god back into a simple Affliction. 
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An Affliction Christ bears with me. A Wilderness I walk with 
Christ.

And this helps you to bear it all quietly. You can have that 

patient, quiet understanding and still be upset. You can have 

that patient, quiet understanding and still be miserable. You can 

have that understanding and still be tempted by despair. You can 

have that understanding and still be in anguish and distress. This 

patient, quiet understanding can even be deepened in anguish 

and distress. It can be deepened in torment and misery. You can 

have that understanding and still have these Afflictions. You can 

be made to see and feel horrors, be made to very powerfully feel 
you are not okay and still understand that you are okay.

Calling this illness What’s Wrong may sound like a harsh way 

of putting it. But calling it that has been a tenderness toward 

myself. When the Siren is a god, then I’m afraid of it. When it 

is a Bully, I have to fight it. But when it’s What’s Wrong, then 

it’s just a vulnerability I take care of. I go from being mad at my 
brain to wanting to take care of it because it’s sick and because 

it’s mine. I go from fighting and hiding it to quietly, patiently 

leading it. I can offer myself to the brain that I have rather than 
hate my brain for not being what I wanted.

Because this Affliction can occupy the same space as 

that understanding, I am able both to be profoundly vulnerable 

and to know that I am profoundly vulnerable, vulnerable to the 
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machinations of my own mind and vulnerable, more importantly, 

to the anguish of the soul and the Hardness of Heart awakened 
by this Affliction.

Maybe it can be hard to know what I mean by hardness of 

heart. The heart, again, is not about what attracts or repels us. It 
is not about what is thought or felt or haunts or tempts. It is not 

even, really, about what we long and ache for. It is not even about 

what pains us or gives us sorrow. The heart is about what is given 

and what is taken. The heart is about what is offered and what is 

withheld. The heart is about what is trusted, what is depended on.

As hard as the shame and fear and dread brought on by this 

Affliction are, by this patient, quiet understanding I know there is 

something worse than shame and fear and dread it torments me 

with. This is even something worse than my soul’s great anguish 

over having to live with this illness. Terrible and annihilating 

forces that they are, there is something worse. In and through 

that patient, quiet understanding I know that no shame or fear 
or dread or thought or feeling has disfigured me as profoundly 

as my dependence on myself, the Hardness of the Heart that 

is our dependence on ourselves. By the Siren I have only been 

grieved and wounded terribly. But I have been misshapen by 

knowing for sure, figuring out, defending myself, and making 

right. I have only been misshapen by depending on myself. It is 

by my dependence on myself that I have become disfigured. God 

and Stranger in my own life.
And the Realm of Ceaseless Cognition has always been the 

place I’ve gone to depend on myself, where I go in my head to 
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make sure, figure out, defend myself, and make things right. All 

those compulsions, bobbing and weaving in a vast, biting, tan-

gled, thrashing nest. Those vast, intoxicating tendrils of thought. 

Of course, it was only as I was leaving it that I understood it as a 
Realm, this Haunted House as haunted and as a house, a place 

I should leave and a place I could leave. For the longest time I 

simply understood that Realm as who I was. I thought I was that 

ornate, circuitous, tangled hypervigilance. I thought I was the 

clinging, dark, shadowy embroidery that fell between me and 

the world I lived in.

What I know now is that it is a Realm, a Haunted House, the 

place I am misshapen, my compulsion to depend on myself. And 

I understand I am too vulnerable to go in there. I am too vulner-
able to go into my head, too vulnerable to go in there and figure 
things out, or make things right, or defend myself, or know for 

sure. Too vulnerable to go into the Realm of Ceaseless Cognition. 

Too vulnerable to depend on myself. I will have to depend on 

Christ instead. There has been nothing in my life more beau-

tiful and harrowing than having to become that patient, quiet 

understanding.

The Bully, the Accuser, the Siren, What’s Wrong, this 

Affliction has been for me only a kind of terrible Suffering. The 

only thing it can do is threaten and wound and terrify me. I have 

only been disfigured by what I’ll do to feel okay. I have been 

most disfigured by what I’ll do to not have to feel what the Siren 

makes me feel: that droning mechanical cry of shame, fear, and 
dread. I have been most disfigured by what I’ll do to not have to 
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see what it makes me see: those horrible intrusive thoughts. I’ve 
been most disfigured by where I’ll go and what I’ll do to avoid 
the Siren. What I’ll do to not feel shame, fear, and dread.

And there is nothing that argues more persuasively, promises 

more insistently, or demands more savagely to be the clothing of 

our shame, the casting out of our fear, and the overturning of our 

dread than our dependence on ourselves. The Realm where I’ve 

gone to clothe my own shame, cast out my own fear, overturn 

my own dread. The Haunted House is where I’ve hidden from 

the Siren and made a shrine to myself. It’s where I’ve tried to get 
away from the symptoms of my illness.

The psychiatric community would say it like this: it’s not the 
obsessions that kill us, it’s the compulsions.

In the Christian community, it is called original sin.

The Realm of Ceaseless Cognition is a vast, tangled, tendriled, 

and tortured landscape with its own terrifying pull.
But that patient, quiet understanding is also a kind of place. 

It is only that it is a smaller, simpler, sparer, more harrowing, 

more painful place to be. The Realm is a vast country, and this 

patient, quiet understanding is only a place to stand, naked, 

terrified, seemingly alone. What I have in Christ is the simple, 
painful renunciation of the urges created by my brain, the abil-

ity to say no to desires and compulsions that will not just go 

away. I wish it was more. But that is all it’s been: a foothold in 
the storm of thought and feelings. A Thread in the Wilderness. 

A boat in the storm. A kernel. A single, hot, burning coal in the 

wind and rain.
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That foothold, that boat, that kernel, is not a place where I 

do something to be okay. It is a place where I don’t. That patient, 

quiet understanding is the place where I stand with Christ and 

don’t do anything to make things right or win or be okay. It is 

the place where I don’t fix, the place where I don’t defend myself, 

the place where I don’t figure things out, and the place where I 
don’t know for sure. The place where it is somehow possible to 

not engage those compulsions. The place I stand with Christ and 

endure what it feels like to not do those things. The place where 
I’ve learned to stand with Christ by being quiet.

The Realm is the place where I have been disfigured by a 

dependence on myself, all that constant tangled rumination. But 

patient, quiet understanding is the place where I am transfigured 

by my patient, quiet dependence on Christ, by my ability to not 
think, the place where I stand transfigured with Christ even as 

I am seemingly disfigured by the Wilderness of what I can be 

made to think and feel.

It turns out even the horrors I can be made to see and feel can 

be turned into a time of patient waiting on the Mercy offered 

in the gospel, with the promise we will not be most changed by 

the horrors we’ve been made to see and feel, but by the Mercy 

we’ve waited on. And this patient, quiet understanding, though 

it cannot remove those symptoms, can make every intrusive 

thought, every grotesque feeling, a time of patient waiting on 

the Mercy that has been offered. Every horrible thing can become 

a prayer.
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That understanding has been a great gift. It has been a quiet 
mind to suffer with.

I wish my language could be more precise. More techni-

cal. There is no actual realm. My compulsions are not actually 

a Haunted House. There is no real Wilderness. I am not in a 

literal boat. I am not a small kernel. You cannot look inside me 

and find a single, hot, burning coal. A patient, quiet understand-

ing is not really a place. Humility is not actually an inheritance 
or a foothold. But this is as close as language can get. This is as 
close as I can get to explaining what having this mental illness 
feels like, and some kind of way of talking about what it is like 
to get better.

So, instead of saying that understanding is a foothold, or a 

place to stand, I will say this understanding has been
My honor in shame.
My courage in fear.
My obedience in dread.
My victory in defeat.
My endurance in Affliction.
My composure in distress.
My shield in accusation.
My deliverance from the hardness of my own heart.

Armed with that patient, quiet understanding—know-

ing that these warnings and commands are not What Should 

Happen but only What’s Wrong with my brain, and knowing 

the Realm of Ceaseless Cognition certainly isn’t me and isn’t 
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even a helpful place to be but is only the place I need to leave 

and the place I am destroyed—I have been able to do something 

I count miraculous.

I have been able to stare down the Siren, even as it screams at 

me. I have been able to leave the Realm of Ceaseless Cognition, 

even as it pulls on me. Armed with that patient, quiet under-

standing, I have been able to head somewhere else. Knowing that 

thoughts and feelings are not gods, I head into the Wilderness of 

what can be thought and what can be felt. Those thoughts and 
feelings, this anguish and distress, that scream and pull, are not 
going anywhere. And yet, I am.

I am passing through them, passing them by. I am headed 

somewhere else.
And where?
Out of the Realm of Ceaseless Cognition,
Out of my dependence on myself,
Into my dependence on Christ,
Into a future provided by Mercy,
Into the ability to pay attention.

Where does that patient, quiet trust come from? 

How do you get into that small boat, find that foothold, become 

that single, hot coal, that small kernel? How do you become that 

patient, quiet understanding? Where do you get honor in shame, 

obedience in dread, courage in fear, endurance in Affliction, 
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composure in distress, and deliverance from the hardness of your 

own heart? Can a patient, quiet understanding really provide all 

that? Can humility really offer us this much?

I have titled this section “The Mystery of Our Faith.” The 

mystery of faith is what I mean by patient, quiet understanding: 

the fear of the Lord, that quiet trust, that quiet reverence, that 

simple humility.
But what is the mystery of faith?
The mystery of faith is where faith comes from.

I wrote a lot while getting better. I still do. I found that some-

thing I wrote, whether a good sentence, a good paragraph, a good 

turn of phrase, wasn’t just a sentence or a paragraph or a turn of 
phrase. It was a foothold, a place to stand. I wrote a short story 

when I was recovering from OCD that worked like that. I wrote 

it without thinking too much, and it taught me about what was 

happening to me. It was the story of a dead man. The story of 

Lazarus called out of the tomb, told from his perspective. Here’s 

what I wrote:

My death was still in the room. It was wet and evil and soiled 

the bandages pulled around me. There was a voice. I woke up 

because it terrified me. Jesus was a friend but the voice He used 

to wake me up scared me. It would have sounded angry if it wasn’t 

also glory. It was a voice that made Death and me tremble.
He told me to come out.

I feared the voice more than death. It claimed more than 

death could, its purposes more inscrutable. It was a voice that 

held, forevermore, what was next.
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And because the voice was not a Stranger’s, it terrified me 

more. It is a thing of terror to call the living God a friend of yours.

I was wrapped so that I hobbled to an opening.
He told other people to unwrap me, which means they had 

to put their hands on my death so it would be pulled off my hair 
and eyes.

Perhaps I’ve lied already. Perhaps this is not the story of how I 

stared down the Siren and walked out of the Realm of Ceaseless 

Cognition. Perhaps I am only partly right. Perhaps it is better 

said this way:
This memoir is the story of how I was freed from the clutches 

of the Siren and dragged out of the Realm of Ceaseless Cognition 

by the terrifying fact of Christ and by the recognition of His 

voice. A terror that is a tenderness, a severity that is also a conso-
lation. I am, of course, trembling, shaking, terrified, but it is my 
own patient, quiet trust that drags me. I am dragged forward by 

what I understand, a Mercy that is not felt or even thought but 

is still, somehow, quietly understood. An understanding of the 

heart. A Mercy that is only understood because it has been spoken.

It is my own trust that drags me. I have been dragged out into 

the open, back into life, by my own trust in Christ. I have been 

led out by what I understand. I am dragged out, kicking and 

screaming, by my own trust in Christ. And yet it is only within 
the miraculous power of the Word of God to win that trust, to 
create the John who understands, the John who trusts Christ.

And what kind of Word is it?
It is the Word of what Christ has done.


