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      DEAR READER,

      They say everyone has a breaking point, a moment when their problems and difficulties begin to feel so great that they no longer believe they can continue on as usual.

      For me, that moment lasted about 4 years. It began in the Spring of 2018, crested in the summer of 2020, and slowly transformed into my “now” over the next couple of years. When I look back on it, I wonder how it didn’t all come to a head sooner. I was on the doorstep of my 40th birthday, and I had been pastoring a small church in a suburb of Boston for almost a decade, a church that had come to include a community center and a film production arm. We lived our lives moving from one event to another. And in those very brief moments where we would steal away to the farm in Wisconsin, it was interesting to hear the question that emerged from our families’ lips: “Why don’t your kids ask to go outside?” I had to think about that one…

      …By the way…speaking of the kids, we have four of them. The age gap between them spans eight years, and every single one of them is a miracle, albeit very needy miracles.

      And so back to that question: Why didn’t the kids ask to go outside? Well, when I stopped to think about it, I realized it was because they had learned a different question: What are we doing today? I had built my life around trying to help others make their dreams come true. And though we weren’t successful by the standards that many would have used to measure success, I often had this feeling that we were just around the corner from any number of possible breakthroughs, breakthroughs that were going to make it all worth it.

      And then came the Spring of 2018, for which, the short version of the story is: In trying to be the best helper I could be, I did one of the last things I would ever want to do: I hurt my friends.

      I certainly wasn’t trying to hurt them. But in trying to be, be, be and do, do, do, I had put on too many hats at once, and it all came crashing down. Even as the walls of a friendship were crumbling, I very much tried to keep going. I tried to repair the relationship, I went to work as usual, I kept things running smoothly at home. But my spiritual practice notably took on this quality that merged the angst of high school poetry with the realities of a middle-aged woman.

      Simply put, I was sad. But more than that, I was heartsick and exhausted. How could all of this work and effort result in an irreparably broken friendship? After limping along for almost 2 years, I entered into several years of inner work and healing, which began with a move back to central Wisconsin.

      The shift in environment was both terrifying and…no, pretty much it was just terrifying. I had no idea what I would do for work. And it wasn’t lost on me that we were moving far away from friends that we thought of as family and a certain amount of diversity that we knew we wouldn’t be able to capture in a far more rural setting. Add to it, we were embarking on this great pilgrimage in June of 2020—in the middle of a pandemic—which meant that when we planted ourselves in our new home, not only did the furniture, clothes, and kitchen supplies not arrive for 30 days, the closest we came to meeting anyone was a plate of cookies left on the front porch with a lovely, “Welcome to the neighborhood” note.

      For about a year people asked me (via Zoom, of course,) “What are you going to do?” And repeatedly, I answered with three very uncomfortable words: I don’t know. When I looked 5 years into the future, there was no clear path in sight.

      By the fall of 2021, however, I began training to become a certified Spiritual Guide—someone who companions others as they seek to make sense of their own story. Who are we? What are we doing? Why are we doing it? How are we doing it? What does it all mean—for today and for the long haul?

      That journey became the highlight of my existence for almost 2 years as I awakened again to what was in the core of my being. Sometimes that looked both weird and beautiful all at the same time. To give you an example, I’d be at the window in our…(gonna be honest here)…bathroom, and I would say things like, “Dominic, come here! Smell the air! Do you smell that? Did you remember that Wisconsin air smells like that? Wow! Smell that air!” (Hopefully, anyone out for a late-night stroll with their dog didn’t realize we were enjoying the crisp night air from our bathroom.)

      I began to hear the birds—like, really hear them. I went on walks and learned what bees do when it rains. I joined a handbell choir—and became so enthusiastic about it that I think I actually weirded the others out. I’m not sure they even believed me when I would say things like, “There’s no place else I’d rather be right now!” They really did look at me with that sideways-tilt-of-the-head thing as they would, first, try to match my energy, and then just decide to leave me to it.

      I surrounded myself with people that gave me room to speak what felt true to me, which wasn’t always easy. Not saying yes to everything has been a hard habit to break. But they gave me room to make my life be about more than goals and metrics. And through it all, I spent a little bit of time in “practice” every day.

      What you will find throughout this book are little parts of the journey I’ve been on. These very simple, very easy-to-do practices ultimately helped me connect again to my own deepest Joy—my own inner Wellspring. In truth, we never really lose our Joy, even if we lose sight of it from time to time. And if you’re like me—and I’d like to think most people are—you don’t have two hours a day to sit on a cushion. You can’t get up any earlier than you already are, and if you try to experience that deeper-meaning-connection at the end of the day, it’s going to result in falling asleep and feeling like a failure. We need practices that fit into our lives and that are easy to do from wherever we are.

      The practices on these pages helped me do just that. They helped me learn to incorporate Joy even in the midst of the difficulties of my life. And that is a very real part of it. This 90-day Journey is not about creating a perfect life. It’s about how our experience of life changes when we learn to hold space for the whole of our lives, when we have had tangible practice incorporating those things that return us to Joy more readily.

      As I have learned how to regularly invest in Joy, the result has been a return to balance. It doesn’t mean I’m never upset. It means that when I am upset, I can allow myself to feel that way. And, I can also remain connected to that which is life-giving and sustains me beyond my uncertainties and disappointments.

      My hope is that this 90-day Journey will bring you back to your own inner Wellspring of Joy. And if you’ve already found that, then I hope this journey will help you remain connected for a lifetime and beyond. Because while it’s very normal that we all reach our breaking point from time to time, one of the great miracles of living is this ability to experience renewal and transformation.

      May we all be well as we journey forth into the great interconnected reality that we find ourselves in.

      With Care,

      
        
        Kristina Stone Kaiser
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      As you begin your 90-Day Journey, this introduction will help you prepare and give you a sense of what to expect.

      FORMAT

      The Joy Journey offers 90 days of spiritual practices. Each day includes similar elements:

      
        
          	
        Information about what materials you may want to bring to your practice
      

      	
        A statement or phrase that sums up the day
      

      	
        Information to help guide your practice
      

      	
        A practice
      

      	
        Reflection Prompts
      

      

      

      Note:

      
        
          	
        If you would like additional inspiration, Appendix B offers a series of songs, poetry books, and the like that have brought joy to this author.
      

      	
        One thing that you’ll often see is the mention of a “Joy Journal.”
      

      

      

      WHAT IS A JOY JOURNAL?

      You are welcome to craft this part of the journey in a way that works for you. Many people find it helpful to have a special place designated for the things that are coming up during these 90 days. You might choose a:

      
        
          	
        Physical journal
      

      	
        Digital document on your computer
      

      	
        Folder or binder with loose pieces of paper
      

      

      

      And in fact, some people may prefer to skip the idea of a journal altogether. Choose a style that best supports you.

      Whatever you decide, on occasion you’ll be prompted to write or draw in your journal. When you see prompts like this, you are welcome to interpret these prompts using whatever format you’ve chosen. Or, another possibility still, you might decide to switch it up and use a different format that day. The gist of it is: Do what is going to work for you and embrace flexibility in your choice as needed.

      WHAT IF I MISS A DAY?

      Even as the commitment to this journey is just 10 minutes a day, you may have days where life gets away on you. Certainly, the recommendation is to be as consistent as possible since consistency is part of what moves something from a practice, to a habit, to a lifestyle. That said, if you miss a day, you have options:

      
        
          	
        Just keep going. If you missed Day 46, pick up again on Day 47.
      

      	
        Offer yourself 2 practices on one day in order to “make up” the practice.
      

      	
        Extend how long it takes to complete the 90-day journey. Maybe instead of ending on Day 90, you end on Day 91.
      

      

      

      People have done all of these things depending on what worked best for them, and that is okay. All of this belongs.

      WHAT IF I DON’T WANT TO DO SOME PARTICULAR PRACTICE?

      The Joy Journey has been created with a lot of variety intentionally built in so that you can gain an increasingly reasonable idea about what works for you over the course of the 90 days. Some practices are going to be ones that really resonate with you. Others might leave you saying to yourself, “That was nice.” And at other times you might simply say, “Meh.”

      Now interestingly, there is no real consensus about what is a highly resonating practice and what is just meh. The factors here are numerous—personality, season of life, how you’re feeling at the time you do the practice, etc. If there was only one way to get to joy, we’d just offer that one thing and do it for 90 straight days!

      So...if you come to a practice and you are skeptical about giving it a try, one possibility is to maybe just give it a try. It’s not uncommon for people to say, “I wasn’t sure if I would like that but wow! That really did something for me.” Also, you’ll see early on that options are offered. The door is always open for modifications to any practice.

      That being said, if you hit one that you know you cannot do for any reason, consider repeating a practice from a previous day. This way you’ll continue to build joy into your life as a lifestyle, and you’ll continue to become adept at choosing what suits this moment now.

      WHAT TIME OF DAY SHOULD I PRACTICE?

      There is no right or wrong answer here unless the time you choose doesn’t work for you. (That is the “wrong” time!) The key here is to decide on a time and then…protect that time. You are going to be tempted to schedule over it, to skip it, to skim it, or even just try to remember to keep the practice in mind for some later time in the day. But my suggestion to you is to give yourself the gift of these 10 minutes. And just to say it again, choosing a time that actually works for you really does matter. If you know that you are the sort of person that needs to start the day with spaciousness, then do that. If you have more time at lunch or at the end of the day, then maybe consider a later time in the day.

      One logistical note if you choose a later time of day: You’ll often see encouragement to keep thinking about some particular thing throughout the day. If you are engaging your practice later in the day, it’s absolutely fine to allow that encouragement to apply to the following day.

      IS THIS JOURNEY WRITTEN FOR ANY PARTICULAR GROUP OF PEOPLE?

      This question could be asked a few other ways:

      
        
          	
        Do I have to ascribe to some particular faith tradition?
      

      	
        Should I be bothered that you don’t use the same language as me?
      

      	
        Can I be an atheist and still get something out of the experience?
      

      	
        What if I identify as spiritually independent or interspiritual?
      

      	
        Etc.
      

      

      

      The Joy Journey was written for people from any religious, spiritual, or ethical tradition…or…from no tradition at all.

      “How is this possible?!” you might ask.

      Along the way, you will encounter moments where sacred texts are referenced from varying traditions. The texts are quoted as a means of offering us wisdom, and it is my hope that reading and engaging with these words will serve to enhance your experience and connection with your own belief system.

      To help us along with this, you will see that I often use the words “The Divine” in an attempt to describe that which is beyond or more than us. “The Divine” is a stand-in for that which we call by many names or no name at all. Please feel welcome to bring the whole of yourself to what is written, allowing your own words and descriptions to enter in wherever you see reference to “the Divine.”

      One final word on this subject: My particular starting point includes the belief that we are all spiritual beings, whether we would refer to ourselves in this way or not. If this is a notion that does not resonate with you, please feel welcome to let that part of the reading go. It is my strong desire that everyone feel welcome on this Journey. I hope very much that you will feel at home, at peace, and at rest as you engage with this interspiritual reflection guide.

      PRE-WORK

      Celebration Worksheet (Appendix A). You’ll soon become familiar with the rhythms built into the Journey, including a celebration day, which occurs every 7th day. We also make a big deal of coming to the end of 21 days (how long it takes to form a habit,) and at the end of 30, 60, and 90 days (the length of time it takes for something to become a lifestyle.) On some of those celebration days, you’ll see an invitation to offer yourself an extra amount of intentional celebration.

      The Celebration Worksheet is there to help you consider ahead of time what you really enjoy so that, if you aren’t sure what you might do to celebrate, you can refer back to your list for inspiration.

      Choosing a Joy Song/s. On occasion, the Spiritual Practice for the day will include interaction with music. You are invited to choose for yourself a song or two (or even an entire playlist) that will become your designated Joy Song/s. In considering what you might want to choose, ask yourself what song/s you know that instantly bring/s a smile to your face and cause you to want to move your body. And if you would find it useful, Appendix B offers a list of songs that have been sources of joy for this author.

      ONE MORE POSSIBILITY: SCHEDULING YOUR FIRST ONE-ON-ONE

      A one-on-one is a 60-minute session between you and a Spiritual Director. The word “director” is a bit of a misnomer, but a Spiritual Director is someone who has been trained to accompany another along their spiritual journey, to listen deeply and attentively, and to ask questions that will help you draw from the inner well within you.

      Note: Spiritual Directors usually have an hourly fee based on their level of experience and the cost of living in their area; however, should you find that their fee is too much for you, many are willing to work on a sliding scale.

      It is recommended that you add 3 one-on-one sessions to your 90-day Journey. Typically, these are scheduled as follows:

      
        
          	
        About 2 weeks
      

      	
        8 weeks
      

      	
        Between Day 87 and Day 90, or just a day or two after Day 90
      

      

      

      The one-on-one sessions are invaluable for solidifying what is going on for you and making meaning of your experience, so I very much hope you will take this extra step.

      To schedule a one-on-one, email info@tendingme.com or go to the Joy Journey page at https://www.tendingme.com/joy-journey.

      TIME TO GET STARTED!

      Okay, dear Joy Journeyer, hopefully you are feeling ready to begin. What you will find on the pages that follow has come about as a result of my own journey in pursuing joy amidst the struggles. It’s a compilation of classes, videos, meditations, workshops, and retreats I’ve offered, all of it steeped in research that, I must confess, was some of the most fun I’ve ever had.

      In the end, the Joy Journey became the subject of my doctoral project where I had the privilege of trying out these ideas with others. Overwhelmingly, participants reported up to a 40% increase in their overall joy in up to 6 areas of life. After completing that project, I couldn’t help but notice the vast number of people who would begin sharing in casual conversation about how they weren’t feeling themselves lately.

      For a myriad of reasons, we all lose our connection to joy sometimes. May the next 90 days bring you back into relationship with yourself, with others, and with the Divine. May something open up for you over the course of this journey. May you find yourself back in touch with Joy, not merely as an intense emotional experience, but as an integral part of who you are.
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