
Homily | 28th Week | Sunday | 10/09/2022 

pg. 1 

 

Mental Illness and the Sin of Isolation 

Sometimes I wonder if there is such a thing as a bad person... or just wounded 

and misunderstood.  

Last week we reflected on the necessary distinction between the sense of faith 

that is found in us all, and the gift of Faith that comes from God. We are now being 

presented with the effects of this gift of faith. What is it good for? What is faith 

meant to do in us other than believe in God? One of the things that faith does is help 

us understand that there is no such thing as a bad person, just wounded, 

misunderstood. 

I’d like to begin our reflection today with a scene from the movie Joker that 

came out a few years ago: 

His name is Arthur Fleck. He sits in front of his social worker with whom he 

has been meeting with every week to help him deal with his various mental 

illnesses that developed over time due to his unstable home conditions, illnesses 

that keep him from being accepted in society, a society that slowly pushes him 

towards chaos.  

Out of his many conditions, one causes chronic laughter, a condition that casts 

him into bursts of uncontrollable and painful laughter when feeling stressed, 

nervous, embarrassed, or angry. When others witness this in Arthur, they are 

confused, they see a crazy person. Some run away from him, others point and 

laugh, others beat him, others insult him, others simply stare.  
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He has been coming to this social worker seeking help for some time now, 

one of the few options offered by the state. It had been a particularly bad week of 

being laughed at, beaten, lied to, taken advantage of... misunderstood.  

In this scene the lighting of that room is low. The uncomfortable warm light is 

emitted by an old desk lamp, just bright enough to reveal their faces sitting across 

each other. Arthur’s face in particular looks incredibly distressed.  

The social worker begins asking generic questions, completely ignoring what 

is visibly obvious, then Arthur in dismay and frustration raises his voice and says 

“you don’t listen, do you? You just ask the same questions every week; how’s your 

job? Are you having any negative thoughts? All I have is negative thoughts!” With 

a look of defeat the social worker responds, “The city has decided to cut our 

funding, this is the last time we’ll be meeting… there is nothing else I can do for 

you.”  

With that, the last bit of support is stripped away. The last bit of opportunity 

to live as normal a life as possible within these mental conditions is extinguished. 

Suddenly the dark room seems unfairly fitting.  

All Arthur wanted was to make people smile and laugh. He worked as a clown 

at a children’s hospital and found joy in easing their pain. He aspired to be a 

comedian, but instead of encouragement found humiliation and taunting. He just 

wanted to cast smiles, but was himself cast into isolation, and in that isolation he 

was forced to embrace a new identity: no longer Arthur, he was now Joker.  

This movie came out a few years ago. If you are not familiar with it, it is 

about the villain Joker normally known as that crazy criminal clown in the Batman 



Homily | 28th Week | Sunday | 10/09/2022 

pg. 3 

 

movies, but this story takes a different approach, it humanizes an otherwise crazy 

person, and brings to the surface a difficult topic prevalent in society that we all see 

but often ignore because we don’t know what to do with it: the isolation that 

happens to those struggling with mental illness… and how Jesus’s interaction with 

the ten people with leprosy in the gospel today can help us understand our 

responsibility in this growing problem.  

First a refresher on the ancient worldview. Remember that during this time, 

people with mental or physical illness were considered cursed or punished by God. 

When it came to leprosy, there was no cure, it was contagious, and it made the skin 

look disgusting and unclean so the law mandated that if you saw a person with 

leprosy, you were to yell “unclean” to warn others around you.  

That is who you would become... an unclean, undesired person forced out of 

town and left to survive on your own until the disease killed you. You survived as 

long as you could by begging for money and scraps of food thrown at you from a 

distance. If you were diagnosed with leprosy, your life was pretty much over, you 

lost your family, your community, your identity.  

There are many forms of “leprosy” that can make someone feel rejected. It 

can be as subtle as feeling like the “black sheep” in the family, the misfit, the 

strange one. All it takes sometimes is an unwelcoming stare or comment. 

Immediately, a barrier is created, and that individual is slowly pushed further and 

further, either because they themselves feel uncomfortable and want to hide, or 

because others feel uncomfortable around them, and they themselves retrieve. What 

leprosy here is showing is not so much the physical disease that plagued these 
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individuals, but the disease of the tendency towards isolation that plagues society, 

and that is what is in need of healing. 

What is healing? To be healed is to be restored, and restoration goes beyond 

the physical. The lepers wanted healing from the diseases yes, but more than 

anything they wanted to become part of society again, they wanted their identity 

back. It is with that desire that they yell out to Jesus.  

There are many accounts of Jesus healing people of physical infirmities. He 

either speaks words of healing or touches them, and it is immediate. But this 

account is different. Notice how Jesus doesn’t do either of those things. Instead, two 

things are highlighted: 

Frist, Jesus simply talks to them. He did not ignore them like the rest, he did 

not yell out “unclean” as it would be expected. He recognized their existence, their 

need, their pain. He understood that the restoration that needed to happen here went 

beyond the physical, it was social and psychological not just for them, but for 

society. Isolation was happening at two levels here: they were being isolated 

because of their leprosy, but they were also being isolated because of their 

ethnicity… Samarians and Jews hated each other, kept one another distant. So by 

the action of simply talking to them, Jesus is showing us that healing begins when 

we treat others as human beings, regardless of their condition, because we are 

restoring them back to the human family. When we approach someone who feel 

isolated, and we simply let them know that we see them, that they are not invisible, 

that they matter, we are already helping that person not succumb to isolation. 
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That’s important when it comes to the mental illness crisis that we have today. 

A few years ago you might have come across the KOMO 4 News documentary 

called Seattle is Dying... a controversial critique on the homeless problem in the 

city. They make the case that homelessness is not a housing problem, it is a mental 

health problem. Like it happened to Arthur Fleck in the movie, the city is not sure 

what to do, so they do nothing, just let their disease slowly kill them in the streets.  

It is common to come across someone in a delicate state of mind murmuring 

and behaving strangely. Immediately we react to what we see… not the individual 

but the strange behavior, the disease. Some people stare, others say “oh well, your 

choices got you there…” others feel angered, others might laugh if they are doing 

something embarrassing… but most of us tend to feel bad and prefer to just look 

away, we don’t know what to do.  

Most current statistics show that 1 in 5 adults experience mental illness in any 

given year. It could be things as inhibiting and evident as schizophrenia, bipolar 

affective disorder, or dementia, but most common, it could be things that are less 

obvious like social anxiety and depression which most of us experience at some 

point of our lives. I had extreme social anxiety at 19, being in social settings was 

incredibly stressful, it was exhausting thinking I did not how to speak to people or 

engage in normal conversation, and for that time period, I did everything possible to 

avoid social settings and speaking in public. I secretly sought out help to help me 

deal with it. Mental health affects us all. S 

o what should we do then? What is our responsibility when it comes to people 

feeling isolated for whatever reason?  
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Here is where Jesus’s second action involves us. After he approaches them 

and acknowledges their existence, Jesus sends them to the Jewish priests, which in 

Luke’s context writing to his Christian parishioners, he means the Church. Note 

how he sends all of them, even those who were Samaritans and otherwise would 

have nothing to do with the Church. Also notice how all of them are healed at once. 

What does this mean? That healing, restoration, happens in the context of 

community, and the Church has a central role to play in that.  

Where society and governments might be failing our human family struggling 

with mental illness and other forms of isolation, the Church has the gift of faith, the 

gift to see the person for who they really are. Later Jesus will drive this point 

further; “who sees you sees me, who receives you receives me…” “whatever you 

did the least of these, you did to me…” Restoration begins the moment that those 

who have become isolated meet Jesus in the Christian body of believers, the 

Church. 

The gift of faith involves us directly in the work of Jesus to heal and restore 

humanity. If someone you know someone who is dealing with some form of mental 

illness, be it chronic or a temporary struggle with anxiety and depression, let them 

know you see them beyond the struggle. When you encounter someone in the 

streets who might be struggling, more than giving them a dollar or food, ask them 

their name, and call them by it… that they might, even for a moment, be treated for 

who they really are. If you yourself are struggling, and are tempted to isolate 

yourself for whatever the reason, this is your Church, where you belong, let us walk 

with you. Faith helps us see what others often fail to see; that there is such a thing 

as a bad person... just misunderstood.  
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In that movie, Arthur Fleck leaves that last meeting with the social worker 

defeated, finds a local subway bathroom, stands in front of the mirror, begins to put 

on his clown make up as he had done many times before... but this time it was 

different… it was no longer with the purpose to make others smile… he was no 

longer Arthur. He was forced to see the only thing others saw… a mad man, a crazy 

man, a violent man... a joker not to be taken seriously. 

Should he have encountered Jesus, you, me, a fellow Christian with this gift of 

faith walking by him in the street at the height of his reaching out for help… what 

would you have seen? What would he have heard? 


