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MARRIAGE
FOR LIFE
Jay Wonacott

May is Mental Health Awareness Month. During 
the past several months, a team of diocesan leaders 
has been meeting at the Diocese of Boise to help 
launch a mental health ministry outreach to assist 
our local parish leaders with finding mental health 
resources and consider the ways parishes can address 
mental health concerns among 
the faithful. 

Maintaining good mental 
health is crucial for our contin-
ued spiritual growth and well-
being as embodied persons on 
the journey of life.

The impact of personal and 
corporate sin is obvious to those 
who read their newsfeed on their 
smartphones. It is a testament 
to the fact that we have a fallen 
human nature and live in a sinful 
and broken world.

Psychological and emotional upset seems to be 
the experience of many these past few years, espe-
cially given the impact of the COVID pandemic at 
all levels of life. The disharmony we feel inside can 
manifest itself in forms of severe mental illness, but 
also in milder forms of depression and anxiety about 
the challenges and problems of daily life. 

I have experienced depression and anxiety in my 
own life. We all have friends, family members and 
co-workers who struggle with various forms of psy-
chological distress. People often carry a social stigma 
association with mental health issues and are often 
reluctant to share their mental health challenges with 
others. Our nation continues to experience an epi-
demic of mental health concerns. In 2021, the U.S. 
Surgeon General issued an Advisory report called, 
“Protecting Youth Mental Health.”  The Advisory 
emphasizes the urgent nature of this public health 
issue. 

“Unfortunately, in recent years, national 
surveys of youth have shown major increases 
in certain mental health symptoms, including 
depressive symptoms and suicidal ideation. 
From 2009 to 2019, the proportion of high 
school students reporting persistent feelings of 
sadness or hopelessness increased by 40 per-
cent; the share seriously considering attempting 
suicide increased by 36 percent; and the share 
creating a suicide plan increased by 44 percent. 
Between 2011 and 2015, youth psychiatric visits 
to emergency departments for depression, anxi-
ety, and behavioral challenges increased by 28 
percent. Between 2007 and 2018, suicide rates 
among youth ages 10-24 in the U.S. increased 

by 57 percent. Early estimates from the National 
Center for Health Statistics suggest there were 
tragically more than 6,600 deaths by suicide 
among the 10-24 age group in 2020.”

Below are some of the practical efforts we are hop-
ing to launch this year to combat the mental health 
crisis.   

Diocese joins national association
Our diocesan team recently joined the Association 

of Catholic Mental Health Ministers. This organiza-
tion has offered the Diocese of Boise a grant to more 
actively address awareness, acceptance and accompa-
niment in the areas of mental health and illness. Our 
team is in agreement with the Association’s mission 
statement that reads in part: 

“We see persons living with a mental ill-
ness as unique individuals who are not defined 
by their illness. They have much to offer the 
Church and the community because living with 
an illness gives them unique insights into suffer-
ing, humility, compassion, friendship and love. 
We work to eliminate the stigma and discrimi-
nation that people living with a mental illness 
encounter in the Church and in human society.”

This national connection has brought us some 
needed funding and made us aware of the larger men-
tal health ministry efforts happening nationwide. This 
connection to the national effort is helping us figure 
out what we need to do as well as providing resourc-
es and ideas. The national association funded our 
team’s access to a University of San Diego mental 
health formation course. National resources like these 
are helpful in rural mission dioceses like ours.  

Regional mental health retreats
Using grant funds, we are hoping to offer three 

regional retreat days in our Diocese, inviting parish 
leadership to attend as well. We are planning retreat 
opportunities in northern, eastern and southern Idaho. 
The retreat day will help our leaders to reflect and 
plan around effective pastoral and clinical practices 
to serve those in parishes facing mental health issues. 
The hope is that the retreat day will orient parish 
leadership to begin or continue outreach to those fac-
ing mental health concerns and give them some tools 
and resources to begin their own parish-based mental 
health ministry teams.

Mental health formation 
One key resource that will help our parishes is a 

practical one-day course that will serve as a kind of 

“mental health First Aid” class. The class will help 
parish leaders distinguish between different kinds 
of mental health and mental illness issues and give 
them practical tools for addressing these needs. We 
are hoping to offer these classes to our parishes and 
provide small grants to assist with the expense of this 
basic training.

Idaho Chapter
In collaboration with the National Association 

of Catholic Mental Health Ministers, our team is 
encouraging those interested in joining the national 
association, which would then make them members 
of an Idaho chapter of the national association. Those 
interested can sign up to become a member by going 
to catholicmhm.org. As our Idaho chapter grows, 
we will meet to discuss ways to strategize and bring 
creative ways to combat mental illness. This organi-
zation is open to anyone interested in mental health 
issues.

Mental health webpage
Our team has created a webpage on the catholi-

cidaho.org website under the Ministries tab. The 
purpose of this webpage is to keep people informed 
on the activity of the diocesan mental health ministry 
with upcoming events, formation activities, and com-
munity mental health resources. We will also post 
information about Idaho Chapter activities on this 
page. As parishes develop teams and contacts for this 
area of ministry, we will include their contact infor-
mation on this webpage. 

To combat the stigma of mental health, Pope Fran-
cis last June called the Church to build a “culture of 
community” around mental health concerns. One ex-
ample of building this culture comes from the Vatican 
itself.  The Discastery for Promoting Integral Human 
Development created a resource called, “Members 
of One Body, Loved by One Love: Accompanying 
People in Psychological Distress in the Context of 
the COVID-19 Pandemic.” We hope to bring this 
“culture of community” regarding mental health 
concerns to our Diocese. Please pray that our efforts 
are successful and that much healing and education 
can happen.

To learn more about national Catholic Mental 
Health Ministry, go to ncpd.org/disability-ministry/
mental-illness or the Association of National Catholic 
Mental Health Ministers at catholicmhm.org. To learn 
more about our diocesan efforts, go to: catholicidaho.
org/mental-health.

Diocese launches mental health care outreach

Three Boise-area residents are 
among the slate of speakers for an 
upcoming virtual conference presented 
by the Catholic Men’s Leadership Al-
liance.

“Heroic Men Summit: The True 
Presence” is the topic for a virtual 
conference that begins at 10 a.m. on 
Saturday, June 4. Admission is free by 
going to heroicmen.com. 

The Catholic Men’s Leadership Al-
liance, which is sponsoring the confer-
ence, was formed in 2017 by a group 
of four laymen, a priest and a deacon 
who convened to seek God’s help to 
reach men across North America with 
the strength and hope found in Jesus 
Christ. The alliance seeks to unify the 
efforts of already existing Catholic 
men’s groups and to advance Catho-
lic ministry to men with mentorship, 
expertise and essential resources.

The Alliance has grown from 
humble beginnings to now having 
representatives in many dioceses in 
the United States, as well as Canada, 
Singapore, Africa, South America 
and other countries around the world. 
Members of its board include spiritual 
director Father Larry Richards and 
Deacon Harold Burke-Sivers of Port-
land, an oblate Bendictine at Mount 
Angel Seminary. 

A mission statement found on the or-
ganization’s website, catholicmenlead-
ers.org reads: “Strengthen the man, 
strengthen the family. Strengthen the 

family, strength-
en the Church. 
Strengthen the 
Church, trans-
form the cul-
ture.”

The theme 
of the June 4 
summit on the 
True Presence is 
in response to a 
Pew Research Survey that said nearly 
70 percent of Catholics mistakenly 
think the bread and wine used in Com-
munion are merely “symbols of the 
body and blood of Jesus Christ.”

To address this misunderstanding of 
the Catholic faith, the bishops of the 
United States are calling for a three-
year grassroots revival of devotion and 
belief in the Real Presence of Jesus in 
the Eucharist. “The bishops believe 
that God wants to see a movement of 
Catholics across the United States, 
healed, converted, formed, and uni-
fied by an encounter with Jesus in the 
Eucharist – and sent out in mission ‘for 
the life of the world.’ ” says a state-
ment from the Catholic Men’s Leader-
ship Alliance.

Hosting the “Heroic Men Summit: 
The True Presence” will be Eddie 
Trask of Boise and host of the You-
Tube channel Catholic Re.Con. He will 
interview Catholic converts as they 
share how the power of the Eucharist 
led them to Catholicism.

In addition to Trask, other speak-
ers include Keith Nester, a former 
pastor in the United Methodist and 
Assemblies of God denominations 
and convert to the Catholic Church in 
2018. Nester is now executive direc-
tor of Down to Earth Ministries. Also 
speaking is Erick Ybarra, a Catholic 
apologist and writer, former pro foot-
ball player Kevin O’Brien and Jim and 
Kara Johnson, a Boise couple who are 
reverts to the faith.  

Host Eddie Trask is an author, Cath-
olic revert, host of YouTube’s Catholic 
Re.Con and co-host of the “Man Cave 
Show” on Salt & Light Catholic Radio. 
Trask is also a product marketer for 
Augustine Institute’s Amen social 
media app.

Catholic Re.Con. is a weekly show 
that highlights Catholic reverts and 
converts, interviewed by Trask who 
share their testimonies, defend the 
teachings of the Church, and expose 
tactics that keep others from answering 
the Lord’s call. 

Jim and Kara 
Johnson are 
Catholic reverts 
who live in Idaho, 
homeschool their 
three children, and 
run a healthcare 
staffing company.

The Johnsons 
met in 2008 at a 
Protestant Bible 
study. At the time, 
Jim was a “luke-
warm” Catholic 
searching for 
community and 
passion, while 
Kara was, as they 
term it,  a “deeply 
devoted staunch 
anti-Catholic”, and Bible school gradu-
ate, looking for a more authentic faith. 
The Johnsons thought they had found 
that when he left the Catholic Church 
and they were married as Protestants. 
However, through a challenging 
time in their marriage and a beauti-
ful encounter with the Eucharist in 
2016, they were both led home to the 
Catholic Church, a place Kara said she 
would never go.

Since Jim’s reversion, and Kara’s 
conversion, Jim has been involved in 
Cursillo, Knights of Columbus, and 

Boise area residents are key speakers at virtual men’s conference

YEAR OF THE
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