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With his cheerful, upbeat manner and tendency to laugh louder (even at the least amusing jokes) and smile longer, Jim Shoopack might seem like the exact opposite of the definition of depression.

But there was a time when the 31-year-old, lifelong Stroudsburg resident found it hard to even get out of bed in the morning.

"It was almost like someone pushed out the old Jim Shoopack and replaced me with this sullen stranger who didn't want to do anything," says Shoopack, the youth activities coordinator at St. Luke's Church in Stroudsburg and a community volunteer soccer coach.

That's why he'll be running to help raise mental health awareness in Sunday's 26.1-mile Philadelphia marathon.

"The stigma of mental problems like depression needs to be removed," says Shoopack, who is running with two other Monroe County residents in the marathon and will be wearing a mental health awareness T-shirt and wrist bands.

"We know now that depression can lead to suicide," he says. "Yet people suffering from these problems are afraid to come forward, because of that stigma, when they should be getting help."

Other common mental problems include anxiety, dementia, Tourette syndrome and various eating, developmental, behavioral, psychotic and personality disorders.

The Stroudsburg High School and East Stroudsburg University graduate started experiencing symptoms of depression, caused by a chemical imbalance in the body, in March 2001.

"I started feeling not myself," he says. "I had no self-esteem. The slightest thing would put me on edge and cause me to yell at people. This went on for a couple of months."

Urged by friends, Shoopack began researching his symptoms and found they were linked to depression.

"It was encouraging to finally find a name for what was bothering me and know there was something I could do about it," he says.

Shoopack began seeing a doctor, who prescribed an anti-depressant.

"I also have a supportive family and friends," he says. "When I was feeling down, they would say, �Come on over and let's watch a movie,' or �Let's go out for ice cream.' The important thing is to keep yourself occupied."

So, Shoopack began running.

"It's funny because the last person my high school coaches would have expected to finish a marathon was me," he says, laughing.

But he ran his first race, 3.1 miles, through Delaware Water Gap in the fall of 2002 and, since then, has run three 26.1-mile marathons from Scranton.

"It's a rush," says Shoopack, who runs to a CD compilation of motivating songs such as "Beautiful People" by U2. "You hit that 20th mile and find you're still alive and you tell yourself, �I can do this.'

"I'd rather run 100 consecutive marathons than go through another bout of depression," he says. "It's something I wouldn't wish on my worst enemy if I had enemies."

Adding that he's now been off anti-depressant medication for two years, Shoopack says he looks to other inspirational sources to keep his depression at bay.

"Abraham Lincoln and Winston Churchill are two people I admire the most," he says. "They turned out to be great leaders despite having depression."

Other depression and mental illness survivors include former first lady Barbara Bush, Queen Elizabeth, actor Harrison Ford, singer Janet Jackson, activist Tipper Gore, journalist Mike Wallace and astronaut Buzz Aldrin, according to a pamphlet published by The Advocacy Alliance in Scranton and the Kristin Brooks Hope Center in Alexandria, Va., both mental health support agencies.

Shoopack has found inspiration also in missionary visits to poor communities in Latin America and other regions.

"Conditions are so destitute for people there and yet they're grateful to be alive, despite having tin roofs over their heads and having to walk three miles to school every day," says the son of a Colombian mother and Ukrainian father. "They've taught me that family, friends and faith are all you really need, though being able to live comfortably is certainly a plus."

Joining Shoopack in Sunday's marathon are fellow church members and Stroudsburg High School graduates Jesse Gormley, 18, of Hamilton Township, and Gary Lewis, 20, of Stroud Township.

"This will actually be my third time in the Philadelphia marathon," says Gormley, an architectural engineering major at Drexel University in Philadelphia. "This hits home for me because someone in my family was recently diagnosed with depression."

Gormley, a former high school track athlete, has been running since age 9.

"Jim got me into marathons," says Lewis, a Northampton Community College student. "It's addicting. After you finish running one, you just want to keep doing it. It's even more worth it when you're doing it for a cause. The word needs to get out about mental illness."

The National Hopeline Network suicide hotline is (800) 784-2433 and its Web site is www.hopeline.com. Shoopack is trying to start his own site at www.runoverdepression.com.
(thanks to Andrew Scott for writing this story and The Pocono Record for publishing it!)

