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Multi-psycho-schizo-mani-phobia neurosis 

Even though the sound of it is something quite atrocious 

If you say it long enough, you’ll know your diagnosis 

Multi-psycho-schizo-mani-phobia neurosis 

      Michael Dunningham, ‘Psychiatric Rainbow’ 

 
I’m Richard Noble, and as the conference programme outlines, I’m in ‘self-supporting’ 

ordained Anglican ministry, with my means of support being employment as a 

sleepover support worker in a residence for people with long-term acute mental illness, 

a job I have held for just under five years.  In my ordained role, I’m part of the ministry 

team in the Anglican parish of Wellington South. We’re a small church family with two 

congregations totalling at most 60 folk on Sunday mornings. I work alongside a part-

time paid colleague who fulfils the traditional congregational pastor’s role, while I serve 

as Community Minister.  

 

The south-central Wellington suburb of Newtown, which our parish serves, is one of the 

city’s most colourful and diverse neighbourhoods. Gentrified 19th century cottages 

housing upwardly mobile families sit next to less salubrious student flats. Civil servants 

live side-by-side with artists and 

bohemians. The city’s zoo and hospital are 

to be found in Newtown, along with a 

concentration of low-income, high-density 

housing estates, whose tenants are for the 

most part welfare beneficiaries. The 

suburb is home also to sizeable immigrant 

communities, formerly from the Pacific 

Islands and Indian sub-continent and 

more recently from Africa and the Middle 

East.  
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In addition to its diverse socio-economic and cultural mix, Newtown has been described 
as ‘one large open psychiatric ward’. With the proximity of the regional acute mental 
health inpatient unit and a number of drop-in centres and support agencies, along with 
the aforementioned social housing estates, Newtown is something of a magnet for those 
whose experience of mental illness is such that they require a degree of ongoing 
intentional support to enable them to live in the community. Many live in one of the 
state or council housing blocks. Others regularly make their way to Newtown in order 
to engage with one of the proliferation of local community support agencies (by way of 
illustration, in Newtown within a few hundred metres of each other there are three 
foodbanks, three drop-in centres, four budget services, five op shops, two community 
medical centres, a Work & Income office, and a specialist mental health support and 
advocacy service).  
 

Many Newtown residents with lived experience of mental illness who are clients of 

mental health services and related support agencies are not only people of Christian 

faith, but also active ministers of the Gospel. Their perception of the world, their lives, 

and relationship to God is shaped 

in a unique way by their 

experience of mental illness such 

that the ministry they offer often 

has a distinctly prophetic flavour. 

In my role of the last five years as 

Community Minister for the 

Wellington South Anglican parish I 

have encountered, observed, 

worked in partnership with, and 

marvelled at those co-workers in 

the Gospel whom I have dubbed 

the ‘Holy Fools of Newtown’. 

 

It is this experience that I will be reflecting on with you today, firstly by introducing you 

as best I can to some of the colourful characters from the streets of Newtown with 

whom I share in ministry; secondly, I will endeavour to draw out the implications for 

our understanding of God and the coming of his kingdom in Christ Jesus, by way of what 

I describe as a ‘poetic engagement’ with Scripture. 

 
Prophesy in parts (1 Cor 13:9): John Fuohy 

John Fuohy is one of the more colourful characters to be found wandering the streets of 

Newtown. A middle-aged man, he lives in local supported accommodation. Not that I’ve 

discussed it with him, but at a guess he would be diagnosed with schizophrenia. As you 

might guess from the photo, John is a very distinctive chap and once you’ve met him you 

wouldn’t forget him.  
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John loves me to join with him in a unique devotional practice which I believe he has 

himself developed, which I in turn will share with you. If you recall 1 Corinthians 13, 

having told us that ‘Love never ends’, Paul goes on to write, 

‘But as for prophecies they will come to an end; as for 

tongues, they will cease; as for knowledge it will come to an 

end. For we know only in part, and we prophesy only in part 

(1 Cor 13:8-9). John has picked up on this last phrase, ‘we 

prophesy only in part’, as the basis for his devotional 

practice, which he calls ‘prophesying in parts’. It’s very 

simple. It begins with a brief utterance in tongues, followed 

by the acclamation: ‘Prophesy in parts!’, and it is 

accompanied by hand gestures. 

 

John is never hesitant whenever, and wherever we meet, no matter how public, to 

invite, perhaps even challenge, me to join him in a brief word of prophesying in parts. 

For my part, I value his presence and this challenge. 

 
Prayer without ceasing (1 Thess 5:17): Keith Richards, the ‘Peaceful Warrior’ 

Keith Richards is 40 years old and happily 

identifies himself as ‘dual diagnosis’, namely he 

has a history of mental illness and alcohol and 

drug addiction. Keith lives in a bedsit that most of 

us would probably consider squalid, but which he 

hardly ever leaves. He has a chronic tobacco habit 

that he is very ashamed of but currently finds it 

beyond himself to address. As such, once he has 

paid his rent and power and phone bills and 

bought enough smokes to see him through the 

week, there isn’t anything left over from his benefit payment to buy food, so this is 

provided by his mother who is a devout Jehovah’s Witness.  

 

Notwithstanding the challenges of his day-to-day existence, which he would not deny 

for a moment, Keith is a man of deeply dedicated prayer, to which he comes across as 

having a sense of vocation, and in relation to which he has what he calls his ‘spiritual 

name’, the ‘Peaceful Warrior’. He loves to hold people in prayer, and from what I can 

ascertain does so faithfully. He regularly texts me to ask if there is anyone who needs 

prayer; conversely I will take the initiative to text him with urgent prayer needs. He has 

made it clear to me that these requests are treated with utter confidentiality: the only 

other person he discusses them with is his heavenly Father. 
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Keith Richards, the Peaceful Warrior, comes as close as anyone I know to fulfilling St 

Paul’s exhortation to ‘pray without ceasing’ (1 Thess 5:17), and I see no reason why his 

prayers should be less efficacious than anyone else’s. 

 
Hospitality to strangers (Heb 13:2): Robin Yee and the ‘Heavenly Palace’ 

Robin Yee is an unmarried middle-aged man of Chinese extraction. He lives in his family 

home down a side-street near the main Newtown shopping precinct. On one hand I 

don’t want to characterise people by, or reduce them to, a diagnosis; on the other hand I 

don’t know Robin well enough to be able to speculate on what precisely his experience 

of mental illness is. Suffice it to say that he is somewhat eccentric. Initially he was 

suspicious of me. He would challenge me when we met in the street, telling me that just 

because I was an ordained minister, that didn’t mean I was a godly pastor, and that I 

should look to him to see what true godliness was like! He would go on to say that he 

didn’t need to be part of a church congregation because his home was a true house of 

God. 

 

Despite Robin’s at times confrontational and rather sectarian disposition, I do agree 

with his assertion that his home is a house of God. The ‘Heavenly Palace’, as Robin calls 

it, is a place of Gospel hospitality. If 

someone is down on their luck and needs a 

place to stay for a while, there’s a good 

chance they will find a bed – or a couch – at 

Robin’s. For a number of months last year a 

man was staying in a tent pitched on his 

back lawn. More recently one of our 

neighbourhood ‘street drinkers’ was 

crashing for a while on the couch in Robin’s 

front lounge, while a long-term guest slept 

on the couch in the back lounge.  

 

In addition to a place for people to lay their heads, the ‘Heavenly Palace’ is a house of 

hospitality in the wider sense of the word. I’m always welcomed in whenever I have 

occasion to pop round, and offered a cup of tea and a bite to eat. In particular, Robin is 

also known for his legendary banquets. I unfortunately have never had the opportunity 

to attend one of these occasions but from what I’ve been told, they entail Robin cooking 

up a mountain of Chinese food and inviting friends and acquaintances to join him in 

eating it. 
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Arnold Brooker, the ‘Whirling Man’ 

It would be impossible to speak of the ‘Holy Fools of Newtown’ without mentioning the 

late Arnold Brooker, who for many years was a regular feature on the streets not only of 

the south Wellington neighbourhood where he lived, but also in the halls of power. Until 

his death in 2004 at the age of 93, Arnold had for a number of decades dedicated 

himself to a one-man prophetic ministry seeking recognition both of the spiritual 

dimension of mental illness, and of the need for this to be accommodated in models of 

care.  

 

Arnold is something of a legend in ‘consumer’ circles. When he died the ‘Mad Pride’ 

movement held a tribute concert for him in Wellington, featuring such established Kiwi 

musicians as Shona Laing and the late Mahinaarangi Tocker, with the latter also writing 

a song in tribute, simply entitled ‘Arnold Brooker’. He is also subject of a short 

documentary film, The Whirling Man (dir.Gretchen Mornin and James Hollings, 2000). 

 

Arnold was known for his visible eccentricities: his jester’s 

cap, his Jesus-with-Sacred-Heart blanket which he wore as a 

cape, and the model of St Cuthbert’s Church in Berhampore – 

one of the two church buildings belonging to my parish – 

which he carried with him to symbolise the need for 

psychiatry to address spirituality in mental health care.  

 

Above all, and central to his prophetic vision, was the message 

that he had for the MPs who made up the health select 

committee when he appeared before them in 1998: ‘We sit at 

this table today in this health committee with the real answer: 

the power of the risen Lord, who I call the perfect psychiatrist’ 

(‘Arnold tells MPs how it is’, Evening Post, 15 May 1998). 

 

Arnold was a tireless – and widely-loved - campaigner for his cause, travelling the 

length and breadth of the country. It is worth noting that two of the interviewees in the 

aforementioned Whirling Man documentary comment that there had been tangible 

developments in the provision of spiritual care in the public health service for those 

with mental illness, and they attributed these developments directly to Arnold’s 

advocacy. 
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‘Many members, yet one body’ (1 Cor 12:20): the Sendam Rawkustra 

Last but not least, Sendam Rawkustra is a multi-headed rhythm beast which emerged 

six years ago from the murky depths of the south Wellington mental health scene, and 

of which I have the pleasure of being a 

regular member. We meet weekly to 

rehearse at a local mental health day 

centre. Most of our band members live 

with one or more out of  a combination 

of mental illness and intellectual and 

physical disability, yet we also have a 

core of proficient musicians, one of 

whom is a community psychiatric 

nurse from a local health centre. 

 

Sendam Rawkustra produces improvised percussionistic soundscapes drawing on a 

multitude of musical sources: free jazz, opera, beat poetry, sea shanties, Afro-Cuban and 

Pasifika rhythms, reggae; the list of our influences is long and diverse! With the help of 

the marvels of crowd-sourced funding, we have recently released our debut album! One 

of our biggest fans is Justin Duckworth, the barefoot, dread-locked Anglican bishop of 

Wellington, who invited us to play at his ordination ceremony, and declared us to be 

‘one of the ten most beautiful things in life’! Although Sendam Rawkustra doesn’t 

exactly fit into my category of ‘Holy Fools’, I believe it embodies a theological, and 

specifically an ecclesiological insight, which I shall share with you presently.  

 
 ‘A great cloud of witnesses’ (Hebrews 12:1) 

Having introduced you to John Fuohy, Keith Richards, Robin Yee and Arnold Brooker, 

like the author to the Letter to the Hebrews time would fail me to tell of those others 

whom I recognise as Holy Fools and who in their own unique way witness to the Gospel 

of Christ and the coming of God’s Kingdom. This witness is on one hand despite the 

limitations that their experience of mental illness places upon them, and on the other 

has an insight or quality that is very much shaped by this same experience. In other 

words, despite the very real suffering that mental illness can often bring, these folk 

would not be the ministers of the Gospel that they are without this dimension of their 

lives. I don’t want to romanticise mental illness but rather to state simply what I believe 

to be the truth of the matter. 
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The ‘Holy Fools’: biblical reflections 

Reflecting on my observations of, and encounters and shared ministry with, the Holy 

Fools of Newtown, various passages of Scripture stand out as evoking and speaking to 

different aspects of my experience. I’m describing this as a ‘poetic engagement’ with 

Scripture. What I mean by this is that I’m not pretending to undertake a scholarly 

exegesis or understand the original intention of the author or the context in which the 

words were written. Rather, these Scripture passages strike a chord with me intuitively 

and seem to illuminate something of the way in which God is at work in the life and 

ministry of the Holy Fools. I hope in taking this approach that I am not doing too much 

violence to a ‘hermeneutically correct’ reading of the text; my apologies if this is the 

case. I am happy to leave the validity of what follows to your discernment. 

 
Fools for Christ’s sake (1 Cor 4:10) 

My talk is entitled ‘Fool’s for Christ’s sake’, picking up on the words of Paul in 1 

Corinthians 4:10. The concept of ‘foolishness’ is used by the Apostle in 1 Corinthians to 

explain the saving act of God in the Cross of Christ. Those who live with chronic and 

acute mental illness can often present in ways that might seem foolish to others. For 

such folk who also have a commitment to Christian faith, being characterised as a fool 

therefore aligns them with God’s own modus operandi and enables them perhaps more 

easily to bear Christian witness. If the Gospel and Kingdom life are considered 

foolishness from a human perspective, then those who live daily with the stigma 

associated with mental illness are perhaps more able to adapt to the foolishness to 

which the Gospel calls us. There’s a more natural ‘fit’ than for those of us who feel 

generally obliged to maintain mainstream social and behavioural mores while at the 

same time operating as ‘secret believers’ in Christ. Let’s not forget that the Gospel 

records in Mark chapter 3 that Jesus’ own family ‘went out to restrain him, for people 

were saying, “He has gone out of his mind”’ (Mk 3:21 NRSV). There is an authenticity to 

the Holy Fools of Newtown who are able to bear witness unashamedly and counter-

culturally, as did Jesus and Paul, and the Prophets before them. 

 
Consider your own call, brothers and sisters (1 Cor 1:26) 

One passage of Scripture that really strikes a chord with me when I consider the Holy 

Fools of Newtown is the words of St Paul in 1 Corinthians chapter 1 when he writes, 

from verse 26, ‘Consider your own call, brothers and sisters: not many of you were wise 

by human standards, not many were powerful, not many were of noble birth. But God 

chose what is foolish in the world to shame the wise; God chose what is weak in the 

world to shame the strong; God chose what is low and despised in the world, things that 

are not, to reduce to nothing things that are, so that no-one might boast in the presence 

of God’ (1 Cor 1:26-29 NRSV). Paul is reiterating a central theme of the Biblical 

narrative, where God acts through the lives not only of the most unlikely of choices but 
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also, from the perspective of human status, of those who are the most unseemly of 

choices, culminating in the Crucified Messiah. Yet Scripture is clear that it is through this 

multitude of lives that God works out his purpose of salvation.  

 

I don’t think I am overstating matters when I surmise that those who are identified as 

‘mental health consumers’, and particularly those who live with chronic and acute 

manifestations of mental illness, are amongst those who are considered ‘low and 

despised’ in the world. They are both an unlikely and unseemly choice as agents of 

God’s kingdom, and it is for this very reason therefore that they are agents of the 

Kingdom, whether it be John Fuohy ‘prophesying in parts’ in the main street of 

Newtown, Keith Richards the Peaceful Warrior locked away in prayer in his squalid 

bedsit, or the gratuitous hospitality of Robin Yee’s ‘Heavenly Palace’. If only so-called 

‘normal’ Christians could be as bold as John, as diligent in prayer as Keith, or as 

hospitable as Robin! 

 
The Spirit poured out on all flesh (Joel 2:28/Acts 2:17) and the Spirit blows where 

it wills (Jn 3:8) 

Following on from this point, and with a nod to Amos Yong, there is something 

radically pneumatological about the ministry of the Holy Fools of Newtown. They 

remind us that the Spirit is poured out on all flesh, not just the sort of people we think 

the Divine Breath should indwell. All the folk I’ve mentioned above enflesh this truth 

about God’s Spirit, but this is particularly so when it comes to John Fuohy. I realise that I 

may have come across as making something of a mockery of his devotional practise of 

‘prophesying in parts’; if that’s so, I hope you will trust me when I say that this is not the 

case. Yes, at one level John comes across as quite mad, but at a deeper level, he bears 

witness to the unboundaried nature of the in-breaking of God’s kingdom: the wind of 

the Divine Breath blows where it will! Assuming John’s eccentricity is related to some 

degree to his mental illness, the resulting effect is an authentic witness to the 

uninhibited work of the Spirit, which can be both challenging but ultimately liberating 

to those of us who are inhibited by mainstream social mores. There are times when I 

have encountered John on the other side of the pedestrian crossing and he has called 

out to me across the road to invite me to join with him in ‘prophesying in parts’, right 

there and then in front of whomever else is around. I guess that one of the beauties of a 

neighbourhood such as Newtown is that no-one really bats an eyelid at such 

occurrences!  When these moments happen, I try to enter into them, despite feeling 

somewhat self-conscious, rather than fobbing John off, and then justifying doing so with 

some well-crafted theological rationale, lest I become like Michal despising David as he 

danced before the Lord (2 Sam 6).  

                                                 
 Amos Yong, The Spirit Poured Out on All Flesh: Pentecostalism and the Possibility of Global Theology, Baker 
Academic, Grand Rapids, MI, 2005. Yong was a keynote speaker at the conference where this paper was delivered. 
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A variety of gifts, and many members, yet one body (1 Cor 12) 

Reflecting further on my experience as a member of the Sendam Rawkustra, it struck 

me one day that Sendam embodies a way the Church of God might, or maybe even 

should, be in its common life. I’m not wanting to baptise Sendam – it’s a community 

music therapy project, not an expression of the Christian ekklesia. But nonetheless I 

recall reflecting that the way Sendam works is something of a living example for the 

church of Paul’s understanding of the diversity of gifts and the interaction of the 

differing members of the body in 1 Corinthians 12.  

 

In the Rawkustra there is a differentiation within our membership. On the one hand 

there are those of us who do not live with mental illness or intellectual disability and 

also have a degree of 

proficiency in music such 

that we provide a necessary 

foundation and leadership 

for the ensemble, without 

which it realistically would 

not be possible. On the 

other hand, those band 

members who do live with 

some form of disability 

bring a quality and musical 

perspective without which 

we would just be like any other community drumming circle. We both need each other 

to become who we are: the proficient musicians enable the others to share their gifts. 

Without each other, there would be no point to the exercise.  

 

Reflecting on this, I wonder if Sendam Rawkustra illustrates the proper relationship 

between those in Church leadership and the ministry of all the Baptised. The so-called 

‘ordained’ are not to be a separate group of experts who ‘do ministry’ while others 

stand by and watch; rather the ordained ministry is to enable the ministry and release 

the gifts of all the others whom Christ has called into his Body. 

 
My grace is sufficient for you (2 Cor 12:9) 

I wish to conclude by reflecting on the sufficiency of God’s grace for all of our 

endeavours as believers in the Gospel of Jesus. Paul writes in 2 Corinthians 12 that 

God’s grace is sufficient for him, doing so in reflection on the ‘thorn in his flesh’. Given 

the theme of our conference it seems particularly relevant that Paul’s understanding of 

the sufficiency of God’s grace is expressed in relation to, and in reflection upon, his own 

experience of ‘disability’.  
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And so it is with the Holy Fools of Newtown. They are all sinners. They live with and 

suffer from varying degrees of mental illness. Despite their sinfulness and disability, 

through God’s grace their lives bear witness to, and their gifts are in service of, God’s 

coming kingdom in Christ Jesus.  

 

I too am a sinner. I live a relatively comfortable and cosseted middle-class existence in 

the face of great social deprivation in much of the human community. Despite my 

sinfulness and indifference, through God’s grace, hopefully also my life bears witness to, 

and my gifts are in service of the kingdom of God. In closing I want to affirm with St Paul 

that there is the same measure of grace required for all of us, embodied in the free gift 

of God in Christ Crucified and Risen. In relation to disability in general, and mental 

health in particular, and any distinctions we might make between disabled and ‘able-

bodied’ folk, and the amount of grace required, surely in the final analysis we are all 

fundamentally disabled by sin. We are all equally in need of the grace of God.  

 
Eat and sleep 

Eat and sleep 

Take your pills 

Read if you can 

Shower if you must 

Smoke all the time 

Red jersey, green jersey?  

That is all. 

 

Bottom lines, bottom lines: 

I am not in physical pain. 

I am not in physical pain. 

I have eight pills a day. 

I have eight pills a day. 

I have some sort of faith. 

I have some sort of faith. 

No-one has it easy. 

No-one has it easy. 

No-one has it easy. 

No-one has it easy. 

No-one has it easy. 

    Tim Bell, ‘Bi-polar Anthem’ 


