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Formatio books from InterVarsity Press follow the rich tradition of the church in the journey of spiritual formation. These books are not merely about being informed, but about being transformed by Christ and conformed to his image. Formatio stands in InterVarsity Press’s evangelical publishing tradition by integrating God’s Word with spiritual practice and by prompting readers to move from inward change to outward witness. InterVarsity Press uses the chambered nautilus for Formatio, a symbol of spiritual formation because of its continual spiral journey outward as it moves from its center. We believe that each of us is made with a deep desire to be in God’s presence. Formatio books help us to fulﬁll our deepest desires and to become our true selves in light of God’s grace.
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INTRODUCTION


Widely considered one of the most difﬁcult marathons in the world, the Boston Marathon is for only the most elite runners. In fact, a qualifying time from another marathon is required even to enter the race. An infamous ﬁve-mile series of inclines toward the ﬁnish line starts at mile sixteen—right before runners hit “the wall.” They call the last and longest of the hills “Heartbreak Hill.”

In 1995, having just moved to Massachusetts with my husband to begin a new ministry, I had the opportunity to watch a portion of the Boston Marathon right around the corner from our apartment in Newton. We watched from the edge of Commonwealth Avenue, at about mile twenty—right at Heartbreak Hill—of the 26.2 mile race.

Jam-packed with onlookers, parties and bands, the crowds on the street had been waiting for hours in anticipation of the runners’ arrival. But an expectant silence came over the crowd at the appearance of the helicopters overhead and media trucks heralding the arrival of the ﬁrst competitors. The short-lived hush quickly shifted to wild cheering as the frontrunners appeared. These runners were practically sprinting, despite the distance already covered. They represented the top marathon runners in the world.

One of those frontrunners immediately caught my attention. The man was from Kenya, and he was part of the lead pack. But something was wrong—and soon, to our collective horror, we realized he was struggling to stay upright. The other runners swerved to avoid him; then the crowd on the side of the street parted. This pain-ridden athlete stumbled, then faltered over the curbside and collapsed on someone’s front lawn.

Laying there on the grass, twitching violently, his eyes rolled back into their sockets, having lost control of his senses, I thought he was dying. We all watched in fear and silence as an emergency team located him, wrapped him in a foil survival blanket and whisked him away in an ambulance. Later we learned that he recovered and would be ﬁne— but he was clearly not going to ﬁnish that race that day. He had lost the essential balance between an aggressive yet sustainable pace, and Heartbreak Hill had gotten the best of him.

As I watched that elite runner in April of 1995, I had no idea that I was headed for my own spiritual and emotional Heartbreak Hill. Like that marathoner, I too would push beyond my reserve and lose sustainability. And although I was a relatively accomplished ministry leader, I would also wind up twitching on the sidelines of my own life, desperate for someone to hand me a survival blanket and unsure whether I would ever compete again.

Thankfully I too have been restored to health and am able to run again. But I learned lessons from my collapse, lessons that fuel my de-sire to help people ﬁnd a way of life, a way of being, that not only keeps them from falling out of the race but enables them to complete it.

Today I meet many people—often forerunners in their ﬁelds—who ﬁnd themselves nearing exhaustion. They may not be on the sidelines or stumbling noticeably, but far too many are dangerously low on their reserves, running on fumes. Some are smack in the middle of their own spiritual Heartbreak Hill.

That may or may not be where you are today. If not, that’s great! You may have noticed others on the sidelines and you don’t want to end up there yourself, or maybe you can begin to feel the lactic acid building up in your soul. For you, this study can be “how not to head that way.”

But if you identify with the fainting runner, then it is my prayer that the following pages—infused by God’s Spirit—may serve as refreshing water for your thirsty soul. You have been running hard, and you’ve run a long way, but the end is nowhere in sight, and it may be uphill from here. Even so, there is hope for your soul!


Discovering Soul Care

Soul Care Resources is designed to be a simple, but not simplistic, guide to maintaining or recovering the life and health of your soul, that essential personhood created by God as you. To do that, we’ll do assessments to discern the current health of your soul. We’ll reﬂect on the reasons why your soul’s health matters so much. Finally, we’ll explore practical ways to restore life and vitality to your soul though authentic connection with God as Father, Son and Spirit—one step at a time.

This book is divided into four experiences—“Soul Health,” “Soul Becoming,” “Soul Care” and “Soul Decisions.” Within each experience are four distinct parts that could be used as daily readings. Some parts are longer than others, so feel free to take more than a day to cover the material. Each part builds on the other, so you’ll want to read one part at a time and reﬂect on the questions embedded in the text.

If daily readings aren’t workable for you, just spending a day or two with each of the parts should allow you to comfortably complete one experience in a week, and the entire guide within about a month.

The ﬁfth section of each part includes a discussion starter that you can use with a small group or friend if you wish.

Also available in the Soul Care Resources series is Spiritual Friendship. This guide will allow you to explore speciﬁc ways to care for your soul in companionship with others.

Are you ready to recover your reserves?
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“Once we clearly acknowledge the soul, we can learn to hear its cries.”

DALLAS WILLARD, RENOVATION OF THE HEART









EXPERIENCE ONE / Soul Health






1

BEYOND SOUL NEGLECT


What has your soul been crying for lately? Do you know?

Some of us sense the soul’s cries directly and immediately; most of us do not. And if those cries are at all painful, we are often tempted to avoid them entirely. Henri Nouwen observed, “There are two extremes to avoid: being completely absorbed in your pain and being distracted by so many things that you stay far from the wound you want to heal” (The Inner Voice of Love).

One factor that makes the voice of the soul so difﬁcult to hear is that its cries come out sideways: through our emotions, our choices, our thoughts, our relationships and even our bodies. That’s why we must learn to hear them. But we can learn!

One of the most helpful ways to become aware of these sideways symptoms is to ask ourselves: When my soul has been neglected, what tends to emerge? (Of course, we never intend to allow our soul’s health to diminish—it’s benign neglect!) 

How do I think? Feel? Act? Relate? When my soul is healthy—aware of my connection with God in the moment and sure of his love for me—what ﬂows out of me at those times? That is, what are the symptoms of soul health for me?

When I recently asked this question at a gathering, the two lists of symptoms were developed in a matter of minutes. It was easy to come up with the symptoms!

Often, symptoms of soul neglect include self-absorption, shame, apathy, toxic anger, physical fatigue, isolation, stronger temptation to sin, drivenness, feelings of desperation, panic, insecurity, callousness, a judgmental attitude, cynicism and lack of desire for God.

Some symptoms of soul health would be love, joy, compassion, giving and receiving grace, generosity of spirit, peace, ability to trust, discernment, humility, creativity, vision, balance and focus. Even our energy for work emerges naturally from the overﬂow of a deepening life with God.

We can spend a great deal of energy attempting to decrease the symptoms of soul neglect and attempting to increase the symptoms of soul health. But whenever we focus on the symptoms rather than the causes, the results are short-lived and perhaps even counterproductive. Why not focus on the source of the trauma, a neglected soul?

Now, when I talk about the soul, I am considering it in the context of our whole personhood. The soul is not to be separated from the body but is an integral part of who we are as people of both body and spirit. We tend to think of the soul only with reference to whether or not it is “saved” or “born again” or “heaven-bound.” And while the eternal destiny of the soul is very important, something else is quite true about souls and vitally important in the here and now: Souls are living. Like all living things, our souls can thrive or they can shrivel.

Our souls form the very foundation of who we are. In Renovation of the Heart Dallas Willard writes, “Fundamental aspects of life such as art, sleep, sex, ritual, family (‘roots’), parenting, community, health, and meaningful work are all in fact soul functions, and they fail and fall apart to the degree that soul diminishes.” Elsewhere he says, “When we speak of the human soul, then, we are speaking of the deepest level of life and power in the human being.” No wonder God cares so much about the human soul!
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“A wise guide.”
JOHN ORTBERG







