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A FAITH-BASED COMMUNITY AND
ORGANIZATION’S GUIDE TO BECOMING

W.I.S.E. FOR MENTAL HEALTH
The Ten UPDATED* Steps for WISE Certification

The Prudential Resolution titled “Developing Welcoming, Inclusive, Supportive and
Engaged Congregations for Mental Health” was adopted at the United Church of Christ
(UCC) General Synod in 2015. The UCC Mental Health Network (MHN) then developed
the WISE Certification process. The most recent Resolution of Witness put forth by the
MHN, titled “Recognition of the Continually Evolving Language of Mental Health,” was
adopted at the UCC General Synod in 2025. Since then, the MHN has diligently worked
to update language and add more resources to enrich the WISE certification process.

Welcoming ¢ Inclusive
Supportive ® Engaged

Our experiences journeying with nearly
100 faith-based communities on their
WISE journey has inspired us to update the
WISE process, continuing a call to discuss
the intersectionality of faith and mental
health as well as address the evolution of
the language we use to discuss mental
health. Organizations will find more
resources on our website (mhn-ucc.org). In
addition, each organization journeying
through the WISE process receives the
support of an MHN Board Member WISE
Liaison (or another person named by the
MHN) who can offer information, advice,
and encouragement. To find out more,
please reach out to the MHN at our WISE
email address (wise@mhn-ucc.org).

*Revised December 6, 2025.


http://mhn-ucc.org
mailto:wise@mhn-ucc.org

1. Consult with your minister/rabbi/imam/faith leader

In many faith communities, a lay committee guides the congregation through the WISE process.
Letting your faith leader know about your interest in WISE certification, inviting them to
participate, or committing to keeping them informed as you move ahead is a necessary first step.

2. Form a WISE Team

Invite individuals and families with lived experience of mental health, substance use disorders,
neurodevelopmental differences, and brain disorders—as well as people from a wide variety of
racial, ethnic, gender, and sexuality identities to be part of your WISE team.

3. Connect with the UCC Mental Health Network

The MHN is here to support you and your faith community every step of the way! Start the
process by filling out our “Start WISE Process Here” form (mhn-ucc.org/start-wise-process-here).
Once you fill out that form, you will be assigned a WISE Liaison from the MHN’s WISE Team who
will support you and your community throughout your WISE journey. Schedule a voice or video
call with your WISE Liaison to share more about your congregation or organization and to have
an opportunity to get answers to any initial questions you may have.

Another way to get connected with the MHN is to join the MHN'’s WISE Congregations Facebook
group (request to join: facebook.com/groups/725100738827067). The MHN also hosts
qguarterly WISE Affinity Group meetings to ask questions, share ideas, and connect with others
on the WISE journey. These meetings will be announced and information sent out through our
irregularly-sent e-newsletter (sign up to receive the e-newsletter:
mhn-ucc.org/newsletter-sign-up).

4. Develop an approach that leads to a vote to become WISE for Mental
Health

Consider the impacts of the intersectionality of race, ethnicity, immigration status, sexuality, and
gender identity on mental health and access to culturally-appropriate care. Discuss how the
congregation may provide appropriate mental health resource information for LGBTQIA2S+
individuals and their families. Learn about the importance of using the language desired by the
individual, and that is inclusive in all communication.

We also recommend that you survey your congregation’s/organization’s members to find out
where they are with understanding and contributing to mental health justice. Diamond Bar UCC
graciously shared their own survey that you are encouraged to edit and adapt to fit the needs of
your context. This sample survey can be found on our website (mhn-ucc.org/becoming-WISE).
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5. Begin drafting your WISE Covenant and involve your organization and
leadership in the process

The UCC says that justice-oriented covenants are “adopted by local congregations and the
diverse settings of the church to strengthen their commitment to building a just world for all
through their ministry, mission, and witness. The UCC'’s tradition of covenant includes a time of
prayer, discernment and education that leads to a commitment to live out the Gospel in new
ways” (ucc.org/just world covenants).

In this spirit, a WISE Covenant, then, is not only a document listing an organization’s commitment
to being WISE for mental health, but a living account of a community’s dedication to mental
health justice within their unique context. Mental health realities, available resources, and
community partners vary between geographic areas and contexts, thus we emphasize the
importance of not simply copy/pasting from another’s covenant, and invite you to instead reflect
on why being WISE for mental health is important to your particular community.

That said, there are specific elements that we wish to identify in your organization's covenant,
including (in no particular order):

A. A spirit of uniqueness throughout; each covenant should be highly individualized!

B. Anaccount about how your organization’s faith intersects with its mandate to be a
community that advocates for and welcomes those with mental health lived experiences.

C. Acommitment to bringing awareness, support, and presence to those with a wide array of
mental health experiences.

D. Arecognition that our society in general and even the wider Church and religious
communities have mistreated those with lived mental health experiences, and thus why
inclusivity is vital to being WISE for mental health.

E. Adedication toinclude individuals with mental health lived experiences in its leadership
and in all aspects of their community life.

F. Aplanto check-in with the MHN at least once a year to maintain a relationship and to let
the MHN know what has been happening with their WISE ministry.

To accomplish this, most WISE Covenants tend to be somewhere between 400 and 700 words
long (though, this is an observation we have noted, rather than a “required word count”).

You can find samples of WISE Covenants adopted by WISE-certified organizations, as well as
other resources on our website (mhn-ucc.org/becoming-WISE). Remember though to
individualize your covenant to reflect the uniqueness of your WISE journey and goals!

Offer all the members of your congregation/organization—including leadership—the opportunity
to read, comment, and ask questions about your covenant. Listening sessions and presentations
are common ways for sharing draft covenants within an organization.
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Helpful Sample Snippets from Covenants to Give You a Better
Sense of What We're Looking For

You may notice that language used in some of the following covenants is outdated (such as use
of the phrase "mental health challenges"). In an effort to recognize the continually evolving
language of mental health, the MHN has not only updated our own language, but additionally
put forth a Resolution of Witness, which was presented to and adopted by the UCC's 35th
General Synod in 2025. Please include new language in your covenant as noted in our Mission
Statement (mhn-ucc.org/who-we-are) and on our page: "Evolution of the Language of Mental
Health” (mhn-ucc.org/what-is-mental-health).

A.

B. Faith and Mental Health. A statement about how your faith intersects with your

Individuality.
i.  From Diamond Bar UCC'’s covenant:

> “We particularly lean into social inclusion. People living with
mental health experiences are our friends, our retreat companions,
our book group attendees, our birthday celebrants. Indeed, they
are us. Isolation and loneliness have no place in this relational
mandate.”

> “Our teenagers and youth deserve our special focus. Due to rapid
changes in brain and hormonal development, a unique time of
judgmental self-assessment, and volcanic emotional cycling, these
precious individuals are our most vulnerable. Our WISE team will
always have a spot reserved for a youth representative, so that we
will keep our pulse on the needs of this population.”

ii. Claremont UCC’s “Call to Action” section in their covenant is also a great
example of individuality:

> They name specific ministries and teams that they support

> Explicitly name community partners

> Naming specific causes they are passionate about (such as
substance use, grief, supporting caregivers, and the importance of
“skilled and empathic communication skills”)

mandate to be a community that advocates for and welcomes those with mental
health lived experiences.
i.  From First Congregational Church of Boulder, Colorado’s covenant:
> “We care about the whole person: body, heart, mind, and soul. We
affirm the deep and constant movement of God’s Holy Spirit,
seeking to bring us to the fullness of life. We believe that all people
are beloved by God, and if a person has a mental health challenge
that person has a right to be seen as a person first. Jesus said the
greatest commandment is to “Love the Lord your God with all your
heart and with all your soul and with all your mind, and to love your
neighbor as yourself” He made no distinction between various
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members of society; he did not show any partiality. He included all
people in this commandment.”

C. Impact of Stigma. It should have a statement about inclusivity of all lived
experiences and how our society does not treat certain individuals equally to
others, exacerbating mental health crises.

i.  From Diamond Bar UCC'’s covenant:
> “We commit to reaching into the community to minister and
advocate for mental health reform. This means being aware of the
destructive presence of stigma that still labels and oppresses the
mentally fragile and is reductive and damaging to us all. We pledge
to be leaders in calling out its presence and fighting it in all its
manifestations.”

D. Interactions. It should commit to bringing awareness, support, and presence to
those with mental health experiences.
i. From UCC Greenawalds’ covenant:

> “We actively welcome those with mental health challenges into our
faith community and provide a safe environment in which people
can tell their stories and share their journeys.”

> “In an effort to reduce social stigma, we examine and confront our
own attitudes and preconceived notions about mental health
challenges and mental health”

E. Leadership. It should have a commitment to include those with mental health
lived experiences in their leadership and all aspects of their community life.
i.  From First Congregational Church of Boulder, Colorado’s covenant:
> “We commit to recruiting, nominating and supporting persons with
mental health challenges to serve on teams and in leadership
positions within the congregation.”
> “When calling clergy and other staff, we pledge to be open to hiring
persons with mental health challenges.”

F. Relationship with the MHN. It should state your commitment to checking in with
the MHN at least once a year to maintain that relationship as well as to let the
MHN know what has been happening with your WISE ministry.

i.  From Diamond Bar UCC'’s covenant:
> “We will prioritize a yearly meeting to assess the current state of
our WISE ministry. Each year we will seek a renewed vision and a
nimble adjustment to our changing needs. We will follow with
communication to the national UCC Mental Health Board to report
our ongoing commitment and status.”’
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6. Review your WISE Covenant draft with your WISE Liaison BEFORE
bringing it to a vote in your community/organization

Send your drafted covenant to your WISE liaison. They might have feedback to strengthen your
covenant!

7. Vote to adopt your WISE Covenant

MHN honors that every faith community and faith tradition has its own way of adopting
covenants: use the method that works for your community. For example, within the UCC and
many mainline Protestant congregations, a vote of members at an annual or specially called
meeting is the way to adopt a covenant. In other faith communities, a board or council may make
the final decision.

8. Certify and celebrate becoming WISE!

Inform your WISE Liaison that your organization has adopted its WISE Covenant so that the
MHN can celebrate you! You will be added to the list of WISE Congregations on the MHN
website (mhn-ucc.org), receive appreciation via the MHN social media channels, receive your
WISE certificate in the mail, and be honored at the next UCC General Synod. You can also ask for
an MHN Board Member to honor you and share your WISE certification at your faith community
or denomination's meeting.

9. Publicize your WISE-dom locally

Connect with local advocacy and behavioral health organizations such as the National Alliance
on Mental lliness (NAMI), Mental Health America, local hospitals and mental health systems,
your city’s government, and perhaps even your state’s health and human services department.

10. Turn to the future

Your organization is now officially a mental health justice leader in your community and a
member of the WISE family. MHN will check in with you at least annually to celebrate your WISE
ministries. Continue participating in the WISE Affinity meetings to share your knowledge and get
ideas for future programs to support mental health. Determine how your congregation will offer
financial support to the MHN each year. The WISE certification process is free to all faith
organizations, and your donations help us continue to offer WISE and mental health resources to
everyone.

What will you do next to make your community a place of radical belonging for everyone?
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