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DEDICATED TO

Brittany, Eleanor, Quentin, and Frances

—a family that suffers and loves together.


AUTHOR’S NOTE


THE SUBJECT OF THIS BOOK is mental suffering, and its assumption is that everyone experiences mental suffering at one point or another. This includes diagnosed mental illnesses and disorders and undiagnosed or even undiagnosable anxieties, depressions, and burdens of life. It includes illnesses that have clear biological causes and ones that don’t have any clear cause at all. It includes the suffering of those who would say they have a “serious problem” and those who would vehemently deny that they have a problem at all. It includes examples from specific mental disorders and general experiences of mental distress. Although my subject is broad, it is not intended to be all-encompassing. I won’t try to describe the experience of every mental illness. But I do believe that what follows will resonate with most people who have endured mental affliction. Life is difficult, and we experience that difficulty in different ways and to varying extents, but we always experience it in our hearts and minds. That experience is the subject of this book.

In many ways my approach is described by the historian of science Anne Harrington in her book Mind Fixers. After tracing the successes and failures of modern psychiatry, Harrington advocates for an alternative approach:

Psychiatry has at least one possible alternative. . . . It could decide to return to a less hierarchical understanding of its place in the mental health and medical systems; one that . . . would acknowledge that mental suffering is a larger category than mental illness, and that even disorders with a likely biological basis are not just medical, because the experience of all human beings, ill or otherwise, are shaped by their cultural, social, and familial circumstances.1


Harrington’s recommendation for the future of psychiatry is based on an understanding of the basic human experience, one that I share and that forms the basis of On Getting Out of Bed:

We should keep in mind one very basic fact. Among the very many people who present with a mental affliction, some are (almost certainly) suffering from a real illness, one that is understandable (in principle) like any other mental complaint. By the same token, others are (almost certainly) not. Mental suffering takes many forms, only some of which have roots in disease. The suffering of those who are not really ill in any meaningful medical sense can still be acute.2


This book is for those who struggle with what Harrington calls “mental affliction.” It is for their friends and family members. It is for pastors, teachers, and parents—to help them understand their loved one’s suffering. It is for anyone who ever struggles to get out of bed.

I will not offer professional medical advice because I am not a medical professional. Neither will this be a memoir or a self-help book. In the spirit of Harrington’s broad approach to addressing mental health, I’m going to share what I know. Take what you find to be true and helpful. Weigh it, pray about it, and discuss it with friends and loved ones. Some parts may not ring true to you, but they may describe the experience of your neighbor.

If you take away one truth, the one thing in this book I know with certainty, let it be this: your life is a good gift from a loving God, even when subjectively it doesn’t feel good or like a gift, and even when you doubt that God is loving. Please get out of bed anyway.
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What’s the bravest thing you ever did? . . .

Getting up this morning.

CORMAC MCCARTHY, THE ROAD






I’VE KNOWN A LOT OF PEOPLE who have lived painful, tragic lives. When I was young, I assumed these people were abnormal. Their suffering was the exception that proved the rule that a well-lived life is a pleasant life.

People close to me went hungry and lived in filth. Some were addicted to alcohol, meth, cocaine, and God knows what else. They were willing to do almost anything to feel alive—even overdose. Others were orphaned, abandoned, neglected, and later imprisoned. Some were molested, raped, and beaten by parents, spouses, and family friends. They all lived hard, hard lives where their daily experiences were either acute suffering or prolonged numbness. And these horrors were passed down to their children and their grandchildren. I don’t know where it will end.

But as a child I assumed that these tragedies were outliers. I assumed that outside of my circle I would discover that most adults lived fairly pleasant and safe lives. Not perfect lives—not without difficulties and accidents—but generally pleasant, comfortable lives. A good job. A fulfilling marriage. An exciting sex life. A photogenic family. A sense of accomplishment. A new phone. Not too much debt. Reasonably good health. An abiding sense of happiness. Solidly middle class. Very Christian. A pleasant life. A normal life. A life I could have.

I didn’t believe that I was owed this normal life. But my sense of the world and of Christianity was that if I put in the work and honored God with my time, none of these good things were out of reach. They were normal, reasonable expectations. It wasn’t like I had grandiose visions of fame or riches. I just expected things to be nice if I took care of my business. And so I did.

As I grew older, my experiences mostly confirmed my expectations of what a normal life looked like. I met more people and they mostly seemed to be pretty happy. They would greet me with warm smiles and interesting conversations. They had nice things. They enjoyed themselves. Life came easy to them. Life was pleasant and safe.

The few people I met who had difficult lives seemed to choose their suffering. I could trace their problems back to a flaw in their character or intelligence. They also tended not to be Christians, or at least not good Christians. From what I could see, they had decided to be miserable or depressed or a failure or whatever. And I would think, You know, if they just made better choices, if they were just disciplined and stopped making excuses, they wouldn’t have to suffer this way.

You can walk around for a long time thinking nonsense like this—that most adults have it together and live safe, pleasant lives, and that the ones who don’t only have themselves to blame. It’s easy to think like Job’s friends.
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In fact, it’s hard not to think like this, even when you grow up around tragedy and trauma, as I did. It’s hard not to think like this because almost no one wants to tell you otherwise. There’s a kind of unspoken conspiracy to ignore how difficult life is, or to reframe it as something romantic—a heroic challenge we overcome on our way to the good life. In this conspiracy we each try to hide our scars, even from those closest to us and sometimes even from ourselves. Almost every cultural institution, church, government, or corporation promises you a good life if you just do what they ask. Make the right life choices. Marry the right person. Go to the right church. Get the right education. Work the right job. Buy the right products. And you’ll be fine.

Whatever challenges we face can be solved. That’s society’s promise. Whatever problem you have, someone has developed a method for overcoming it. A pill. A treatment. A mindset. Which means that if you don’t overcome your problems, it’s your own fault. You really should have tried harder. You should have shown more initiative. You should have chosen the right technique. Because the normal life is a pleasant life for those who merit it.

I believed all this, and I was wrong. The people close to me weren’t anomalies, they were the norm. While not everyone will experience the kinds of trauma they did, suffering—even profound mental affliction and personal tragedy—is a normal part of human life. Sometimes the tragedy strikes us directly. Other times we experience it through those we love (suffering with others is its own kind of suffering, and it is no less real or significant for being indirect). One way or another, it gets us. Once I grew close to other adults, people who had seemed to “have their lives together,” that’s what I discovered. Life is far more difficult than we let on.
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Get to know someone really well, and almost without fail, you will discover a person who routinely struggles to get out of bed in the morning. And not just because they’re tired. They can’t get out of bed because once they step foot on the floor, they will be launched into a day that is uncertain and lifeless and in some ways impossible.

Here are some things you will see if you get to know people: you’ll discover someone who suffers panic attacks every time there’s another mass shooting, someone who cannot stop obsessing over how they may have failed as a parent, someone who cannot eat or who cannot stop eating because of the guilt they feel from being sexually assaulted, someone with a nearly debilitating mental disorder that only manifested after they were married and had kids and now their spouse seriously considers divorce on an almost monthly basis, or someone who is stuck in the habit of living even though they feel terribly alone and bored. None of these scenarios are unusual.

Think about someone you know who is living the good life: someone well dressed, confident, smiling, high achieving, maybe even attractive and intelligent and funny. Nine times out of ten, they are carrying around something unspeakably painful. And often, when you learn what that pain is, it’ll be something completely unexpected. You weren’t even aware that people could suffer like that. Maybe you didn’t know how helpless it can feel to have an adult sibling addicted to meth. Or to carry the guilt of learning that your child was abused at a sleepover. There are diseases and disorders and burdens you have never imagined, carried like boulders on the backs of the same people who smile and tell you that they are doing “good.” Every time you ask them, “How’s it going?” they’ll say, “Good! I’m doing good. How about you?” Maybe they don’t trust you, or they are terrified to vocalize their suffering. But maybe they just don’t know how to say how bad they feel. So why should they even try?

Most of these people will show no obvious signs of the despair that follows them around, or at least those signs will be subtle and veiled. They might surface in a prayer request (“Can I just ask you guys to pray for a stressful situation at work?”), sudden moodiness, or distracting addictions like social media or porn or work. But mostly these people are high-functioning adults.

We may go through periods where we break down and stare blankly at our email inbox, or debate whether to get out of bed, or feel we can’t physically move, but for the most part, we function. We get up. We eat. We work. We buy things. We are entertained. We are stimulated. We sleep. But the darkness is there, waiting for the right moment to reassert itself. And it does. Unbidden and unwanted and too often unavoidable.

You may never experience long-term, intense depression or anxiety, but there will very likely be a period of your life when you feel something similar, as if you are a ghost haunting your own life.

Living in a society governed by technique conditions us to believe that in every way life is easier than it ever has been. Technique is the use of rational methods to maximize efficiency, and we see it everywhere: time-saving technology, apps that maximize our workouts, drugs that drown out our anxiety, ubiquitous entertainment in our pockets, and scientifically proven methods for parenting, working, eating, shopping, budgeting, folding clothes, sleeping, sex, dating, and buying a car.3 The promise of technique is that we are collectively overcoming all the challenges to life through research, technology, and discipline. All you have to do is find the right self-help book or life hack or app or life coach or devotional.

But technique’s promise that life is easier than ever turns out to be just another source of dread and shame: if life doesn’t have to be this hard, if there are answers and methods and practices that can solve my problems, then it really is my fault that I’m overwhelmed or a failure. That’s not to say that there aren’t external forces that shape our lives: a corrupt political system can disadvantage us, we all have character flaws, and some people have a genetic advantage. But we have methods for overcoming these obstacles. There’s always another technique I can use to fight a corrupt political system, improve my character, and compensate for my biology. So if I’m not living to my full potential, I’m to blame for not taking advantage of these methods.

This is one reason why we don’t want to be honest when someone asks us how we are doing. Why admit to failure or weakness? If we tell the truth, they’ll start offering advice, recommending some new method for “fixing” our problem, for overcoming anxiety or achieving our fullest potential or whatever. By the time they are done, we’ll just feel the weight of a new obligation, another method to try, and another chance to fail. “Have you tried this diet?” “I heard regular exercise can improve your mental health. Maybe that’s your problem.” “Here’s a book on prayer.” “I heard this scientist on a podcast talk about how your mental disorder can actually be treated by drinking more water.”

If you suffer from a chronic mental illness, these conversations can be particularly humiliating because they remind you of all the things that have already failed to cure you. And you just feel tired of the whole thing.

On top of the unmanageable burden technique places on our lives, our society is hypercompetitive. Everyone is vying for attention and validation. Publicly announcing your suffering, whether formally diagnosed or not, can be a real liability. While there is less stigma associated with things like mental illness than in the past, competing in the job market (or the marriage “market” or whatever) is hard enough without publicizing your weakness.

But what if our contemporary society is not actually built for us, for humans as God designed us? If that is the case, then sometimes anxiety and depression will be rational and moral responses to a fundamentally disordered environment. As I have argued in my book You Are Not Your Own, this is precisely the kind of society in which we find ourselves.4

Understanding the source of our modern dis-ease can help us resist it and work for a more human society. If I didn’t believe that, I wouldn’t have written a book on the subject. But however you explain the difficulty of living in the modern world, whatever theory you accept, you’re still stuck with the reality that a normal life includes a great deal of suffering. Ultimately, you must have some reason to put up with such a life, some reason for still getting out of bed even when you know it will mean pain. Even though getting out of bed in the morning can be incredibly hard.
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Throughout our lives, the choice to get out of bed will weigh on us to different extents. Some days life feels effortless and we ride the momentum of our busy schedules. The alarm wakes us up and we don’t stop or even slow down until we return to bed at night, feeling full and satisfied. But other days it feels impossible to get up. Like a boulder—or a regret or an uncertainty or some personal inadequacy—is sitting on our chest, compressing our lungs and pinning us to the bed. Like Gregor Samsa, the protagonist who wakes up as a bug in Franz Kafka’s Metamorphosis, we sometimes think that if we just stay in bed and go back to sleep, we won’t have to face our depression, anxiety, suffering, or fears.5 Everyone has thoughts like this at some point. Don’t let anyone tell you otherwise.

We have many terms for the different types of mental affliction that humans experience: depression, anxiety, clinical depression, melancholy, despair, low self-esteem, trauma, lethargy, boredom, guilt, lack of ambition, laziness, mourning, a failure to launch, exhaustion, burnout, mental illness, mental disorder, and so on. We have a massive medical field devoted to treating the problem through medication and therapy. We have a million self-help books and life coaches and social media mindset influencers to inspire us. But here’s the thing: each morning it’s you. Each morning you must choose to get out of bed or not. All the medication and cognitive therapy and latest research and self-care in the world can’t replace your choice. This decision can be aided by these resources but never replaced by them. Which means that you have to have an answer to a fundamental question: Why get out of bed? Or, more bluntly, why live?

At root, these are the same questions because there are many ways to throw a life away, and most of them involve continuing to live. We like to think of suicide as a singular act: intentionally ending your life. But you can also destroy your life slowly through alcoholism and drug addiction. You can destroy your life through an addiction to gambling. You can destroy your life (and the lives of others) through abuse and violence. You can destroy your life passively by being so overcome with fear of failure that you cannot move. You can even destroy your life by giving up all hope and devoting yourself to fleeting, vacuous, mind-numbing pleasures. So this question is not primarily about what we normally think of as suicide. It includes that, but it also includes all the various ways we can deny the goodness of life and act in defiance of it—all the ways we can choose not to get out of bed and face the day.

Maybe this seems like a dumb or morose question to you. “Of course you should get out of bed! There’s so much to do, so many beautiful things to experience! You’d have to be sick to even ask the question.”

But it’s not dumb at all. It’s the most essential question in life. And it’s not morose. What’s morose is pretending that none of this matters. And the thing is, you must have an answer ready because you don’t know when you’ll need it, and when you need it, you won’t have the time, energy, or willpower to go looking for answers. “When the time comes there will be no time.”6

It’s a straightforward question, but it’s easy to ignore until one day it’s all you can think about. Like so many other uncomfortable aspects of modern life, we are well adapted to distracting ourselves from the question of life’s worth.

For some people this looks like a frantically busy life. As long as you’re moving and doing, becoming the best version of yourself, it doesn’t feel necessary to know why life is worth living. You’re too busy living to question living.

For others, the perpetual hope of future pleasure keeps this question at bay. Yes, we all suffer in life, but the modern world is filled with pleasures. There’s always something new to do, experience, or buy. Any time you feel bored or distressed, you can watch previews for a new TV series. You can try a new kind of ice cream. You can find some new kind of porn or someone new to sleep with. You can watch an Apple press conference or the NFL draft. When life feels unbearable, just remember something cool is just around the corner.

When we must finally face the question of life, many people turn to platitudes. We reassure one another that our lives are precious because life is precious. Or that the world needs us. Or that we each matter. So have hope!

Which is all fine and good until you actually think about it and realize that each of these phrases is an empty affirmation, a tautology. And then it starts to look a whole lot like we’ve been conditioned to lie to each other that life is worth living because we can’t or won’t accept the possibility that it’s not. There’s that unspoken conspiracy again.

In addition to busyness, pleasure, and platitudes, there is still one more way of avoiding this question: We can see the question itself, or the suffering that raises the question, as a sign of a treatable medical condition. If we can just treat the illness, the question won’t matter anymore.
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