 

Making sure their cups runneth over, too 
Oak Cliff pastor, church look beyond mental illnesses to help congregants worship, feel welcome 
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By KIM HORNER / The Dallas Morning News 
The Rev. Joel Pulis surveyed his congregation and asked: How many people had felt unwelcome at other churches? 

Nearly every hand among the 80 worshippers shot up in the air. 
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But for those living in boarding homes in South Dallas and around north Oak Cliff, there is sanctuary at The Well. Mr. Pulis and his brother, Joshua, operate the church for people with severe mental illnesses, such as depression, schizophrenia and bipolar disorder. 

Delusional or manic behavior, as well as restlessness and diminished concern for personal hygiene, is common among parishioners. During recent services, one man slept on the floor. Another interrupted the sermon. One churchgoer tried to borrow from the collection plate. And others wandered in and out for cigarette breaks. 

None of the behavior, which has gotten many of the worshippers kicked out of other churches, fazes the 31-year-old pastor. 

"Those things, in a traditional church, might be frowned upon," Mr. Pulis said. "The thing that we do that allows them to fit in is to understand mental illness – and the symptoms that come with it – with grace and dignity." 

Longtime member Ramona Russum puts it more simply: "You can be yourself here." 

Mr. Pulis said he discovered a large population of people disabled by mental illnesses as a minister at Cliff Temple Baptist Church in the heart of north Oak Cliff. 

Many of the residents, who struggle to survive on disability checks of less than $600 a month, regularly came to him for food and clothing. Mr. Pulis said he invited them to church, but they would attend only once before disappearing. 

He realized the diverse group of newcomers didn't feel comfortable in the congregation of middle- to upper-middle-class white parishioners. 
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Mr. Pulis, who has no formal mental health training and approaches his parishioners as friends, chose not give up on the boarding home residents. He left Cliff Temple in 2002 to start his own church, and Joshua Pulis, a social worker, later became program director. 

In July, the brothers opened a Community Life Center, where people can go during the week for food, games, prayer and a chance to earn money by doing jobs at the center. The church services and the life center all meet at Cliff Temple, which leases the space to the brothers. 

Money struggles 

Raising enough money to pay for the programs has been a struggle. Despite its parishioners' great needs, The Well survives on a $136,000 annual budget funded by donations and grants. Unlike many churches, The Well cannot rely on members' financial support. The collection plate raises $10 at the most after the first of the month, when people get their disability checks, Joel Pulis said. 

"If they give a dollar, that's huge to them," he said. 

Parishioners don't have cars, so Joel and Joshua Pulis pick them up. Nearly everyone wears jeans and T-shirts – although one man wore pajama bottoms to a recent service. Instead of pews, worshippers sit at round tables and sing along to words projected on a large screen. Sometimes, Joshua Pulis plays his guitar and members join him at the front of the room and do hand motions to the music. 

Unique approach 

The Well is taking a unique approach by ministering to people with mental illness, mental health advocates said. The National Alliance for the Mentally Ill in Arlington, Va., is not aware of any other churches in the nation specifically for the mentally ill, spokesman Bob Carolla said. The alliance's local chapter gave The Well a Community Support Award last month. 

The sermons at The Well offer simple and concrete lessons, such as being thankful for what one has. During prayer requests, parishioners ask for everything from alcoholism recovery to getting a husband to moving out of the boarding home. 

Services are followed by a meal brought by volunteers from other churches. Sometimes The Well also hands out necessities, including hygiene kits. 

Joel Pulis' sermons rarely mention mental illness. He said one of his main goals is to help congregation members connect with others, something he says is lacking in the public mental health system. One night, he passed out sheets with Bible passages about friendship. 

"We want this to be a place where you can come and meet friends and be encouraged by the people around us," he told parishioners. 

Joshua Pulis carried on that theme at a Life Group meeting at the church's day program, at which some members cried as they shared their problems. 

"When you're having a bad day, say, 'Wait a minute. I am Christ's friend, that's who I am,' " he said. 

The Pulis brothers' work goes beyond ministering to their congregation. 

Spreading their message 

The brothers went before the Baptist General Convention of Texas in November to advocate for a resolution, which passed, to encourage other churches to create mental health ministries and to ask Texas legislators to increase funding for mental health services. 

Those services have been cut in recent years, and Texas ranks 49th in the nation in spending per capita on such programs, according to the Mental Health Association in Texas. 

Joel Pulis said he became concerned about the public mental health system after taking worshippers to psychiatric hospitals for care and seeing them turned away for not being ill enough. Eventually, those parishioners met the criteria – but only after their conditions worsened. 

He said that in a perfect world, he wouldn't need to create a separate church for people with mental illnesses. But he said the strong stigma associated with mental illness leaves few options. 

"Until things change, I feel we're providing an opportunity for people to worship that they wouldn't otherwise have," he said. "When our volunteers leave, the consistent remark I get is that the people here are so gracious, they're so thankful." 

Among them is church member Jason McCullough, who said he has finally found a place where he belongs. 

"With Joel and Josh, you find unconditional love, acceptance and the opportunity to better yourself," he said. 
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