
Mental Health 
First Aid
Training

For more information or to schedule a 
Mental Health First Aid Training, contact 

Barbara Lewis, RN, FCN
WPAUMC Health as Wholeness Coordinator
814.806.5253  healthteam@wpaumc.org

    Rev. Julie Kolacz earned a master of science 
degree in community counseling from Georgia State 
University and a masters of 
divinity in pastoral counseling 
from Ashland Theological 
Seminary. She presently 
serves in extension ministry 
for the Western PA United 
Methodist Conference as an 
assistant pastoral counselor 

at Meadville 
Medical Center 
and recently 
started a practice with Christian 
Counseling Associates of Northwestern 
Pennsylvania.  She is a certified Mental 
Health First Aid Instructor.

  The World Health Organization defines mental 
health as “a state of well-being in which the individual 
realizes his or her own abilities, can cope with the 
normal stresses of life, can work productively and 
fruitfully, and is able to make a contribution to his or 
her community.” Unfortunately, mental health eludes 
many in our world resulting in considerable distress, 
stigma and isolation.
   Mental illness troubles our relationships because 
it can affect the way we process information, relate 
to others and choose actions. Consequently, mental 
illnesses often are feared in ways that other illnesses 
are not. Nevertheless, we know that regardless of our 
illness we remain created in the image of God (Genesis 
1:27) and that nothing can separate us from the love 
of God (Romans 8:38-39)
   No person deserves to be stigmatized because of 
mental illness. Those with mental illness are no more 
violent than other persons are. Rather, they are much 
more likely to be victims of violence or preyed on by 
others. When stigma happens within the church, 
mentally ill persons and their families are further 
victimized.
   Persons with mental illness and their families have 
a right to be treated with respect on the basis of 
common humanity and accurate information. They 
also have a right and responsibility to obtain care 
appropriate to their condition. The United Methodist 
Church pledges to foster policies that promote 
compassion, advocate for access to care and eradicate 
stigma within the church and in communities.

—Adopted by 2012 General Conference 
United Methodist Church

Sponsored by the Western PA 
United Methodist Church’s 
Health as Wholeness Team

Meet the Trainer



Mental Health First Aid training provides 
clergy and laity with the skills and knowledge 
necessary to identify and assist individuals with 
developing mental health care needs in crisis or until 
appropriate professional help is available. 
   Mental health problems are common. We see signs 
of them every day in friends, family members, co-
workers and those in our faith communities.            
    We know that 
without early 
intervention 
individuals can 
be lost to suicide 
or addiction, 
sink into deep 
depression, 
experience 
paralyzing 
anxiety, or endanger themselves or others.  Yet most 
of us are not confident in our ability to help.
   Mental Health First Aid training is an interactive 
12-hour course, led by a certified instructor, who 
presents an overview of mental illness and substance 
abuse. It introduces participants to risk factors and 
warning signs of mental health problems, builds 
understanding of their impact and examines common 
treatments.
   Those who attend the course for certification 
as Mental Health First-Aiders learn a five-step 
action plan encompassing the skills, resources and 

knowledge 
to help an 
individual 
in crisis 
connect with 
appropriate 
professional, 
peer, social 
and self care. 

   You may 
know CPR 
and the Heimlich 
Maneuver. You 
can call 911. 
But can you 
administer first 
aid in a mental 
health crisis?
   It’s easy to tell 
when someone 
might be 
having a heart 
attack, choking, 
or unable to 
breathe. But 
what does 
depression look 
like? Or anxiety? 
Have you met 
people with 
suicidal thoughts 
or behaviors?
   How would you know? And how can you help?
   Mental Health First Aid is the initial help given to 
someone showing symptoms of mental illness or 
mental health crisis (severe depression, psychosis, 
panic attack, suicidal thoughts and behaviors...) until 
appropriate professional help or peer and family 
support is obtained. 

   In attending a “Mental Health First Aid” course 
recently, I found it to be very interesting and 
informative as well as extremely well-presented 
by Julie Kolacz.  The course is designed to educate, 
bring understanding to the public, and instruct in the 
proper method of responding to mental illness and 
substance abuse disorders.  The training is a reliable 
guideline to building a trusting relationship as we 
help others in their struggle to better understand their 
situation; learn there is professional help available, 
make necessary decisions, and take action to regain a 
healthful balance in their lives.
   I personally had felt uncomfortable in approaching 
someone with severe problems, feeling they would 
resent the interference.  Training in the proper method 
of approaching persons in distress has given me more 
confidence in that area.  I would highly recommend 
the “Mental Health First Aid” course to all pastors 
and/or anyone concerned for the mental health of 
their church family, friends, and neighbors.

 --  Pastor Audrey Lovewell
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