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        People today are dying for a trustworthy guide who can tend to the deep needs of their souls—especially in places of mental and emotional suffering. In Shepherds of the Mind, Tomy is just such a guide. Here, he not only leads readers on a path to healing, but to becoming a hope filled presence in the lives of others who are suffering. And taking his cues from Jesus, Tomy faithfully points us to the Good Shepherd whose relentless purpose and passion is to make us whole.

      

      

      
        
        Michael John Cusick

        Author of Surfing for God and Sacred Attachment

      

      

      
        
         

        As someone who has experienced mental health struggles and walked with loved ones who do, I know firsthand that it cannot be ignored. And yet, it’s not easy to discern how to best shepherd those who are in seasons of depression, anxiety, trauma, or grief. In Shepherds of the Mind, Tomy offers solid biblical insights and practical ministry counsel for those navigating difficult mental health seasons—their own or with others under their care. This resource is one you want on your bookshelf.

      

      

      
        
        Michele Cushatt

        Author of A Faith That Will Not Fail: 10 Practices to Build Up Your Faith When Your World Is Falling Apart

      

      

      
        
         

        For the majority of my adult life, I have battled some profoundly deep and dark seasons of depression. What’s even more humbling is that I am a pastor. You know, the guy we assume has it all together. I could not imagine navigating those seasons without Jesus, the Good Shepherd. This book is so timely for a culture that is experiencing mental health struggles at unprecedented levels. I absolutely love this book because it is saturated with grace, wisdom, compassion and, most importantly, personal confession.

      

      

      
        
        Chad Bruegman

        Lead Pastor, River Pointe Church in Richmond, TX

        Former Founding Pastor, Red Rocks Church in Denver, CO

      

      

      
        
         

        Tomy is one of the most genuine people I know, and that sincerity shows up on every page. His writing is vulnerable, practical, and flowing from real life—not theory. This book feels like a safe place to pause, wonder about your own story, and reflect on the people who trust you for care. It’s a gift for anyone supporting others in ministry.

      

      

      
        
        Brooklyn Lindsey

        Youth Pastor, Somos Church in Lakeland, FL

        CCO, Stuff You Can Use

      

      

      
        
         

        When we experience chronic and arduous difficulties, it is God’s people who step in and support us through the long haul. Tomy does a great job of educating and empowering believers to care for others in the depths of their pain. He provides sound advice, theological grounding, and realistic hope on how to sustain others through difficult seasons.

      

      

      
        
        Dr. Veronica Johnson

        Licensed Psychologist and Owner, Envision Counseling Clinic
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      For all my friends who have lost loved ones to suicide.

      You are not forgotten.
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            FOREWORD

          

        

      

    

    
      I’ve learned something over the years: most pain doesn’t announce itself.

      It sits quietly in pews.

      It sings the songs.

      It volunteers.

      It leads small groups.

      And sometimes, it preaches the sermon.

      Tomy’s willingness to name his own journey through depression and suicidal desperation in this book only sharpened that awareness for me. We’ve all come face-to-face with people struggling with mental health. The question is, did we notice? And if we noticed, did we lean in—or quietly avoid? Because once you start telling the truth about pain, it becomes impossible to unsee how often it goes unnoticed.

      That’s why Ezekiel 34:4, which forms the roadmap for this book, has always felt uncomfortably honest to me. Not because it condemns bad intentions, but because it exposes blind spots. Places where even well-meaning care can move too fast, speak too loudly, or confuse strength with control. “With force and harshness you have ruled them”—not out of cruelty, but often out of fear, fatigue, or simply not knowing what else to do when faced with pain.

      Tomy and this book name another way.

      I appreciate its refusal to separate spiritual care from emotional reality. It assumes that ordinary believers—not just pastors or professionals—will encounter depression, trauma, anxiety, and even suicidal despair. Not as hypotheticals, but as painful interruptions in the lives of people they love. And instead of offering platitudes or pressure, this book offers sacred presence.

      I remember meeting a cancer survivor in Rochester, Minnesota, at the Mayo Clinic. She had become a hero to many. Why? Because she fought—and she won. And yet after the cancer, she told me her greatest battles began. “The battles in the mind,” she said, “are much harder than the battles in the body.” That truth has stayed with me. After such a visible victory, she wasn’t sure how to struggle, or whether she was even allowed to.

      That’s a lie many of us believe: Why would I still be struggling when there has been so much victory in my life?

      Tomy helps us see that even as ordinary Christians—parents, friends, coworkers, small-group leaders, and yes, even pastors—we are all called to shepherd others, because we are all called to model our lives after the Good Shepherd. These chapters read like a slow retraining of the heart.

      They remind us that care isn’t about having the right answer, but about creating the kind of space where truth can be spoken safely, and healing can begin for those struggling with their mental health.

      Remember: we are fighters. We are survivors.

      This book also names a fear many of us carry but rarely admit—the fear of making things worse. The fear of saying the wrong thing. The fear that our presence might somehow cause harm instead of healing. Tomy meets that fear with wisdom and grace, reminding us that avoidance is rarely rooted in apathy, but in uncertainty—and faithful care begins not with perfection, but with courage.

      And the book reminds us of something else we often forget: shepherds, of all kinds, need tending too.

      This work makes room for our limits. For exhaustion. For the quiet ways caring for others can harden us if we’re not careful. It invites us to care for ourselves—not as indulgence, but as an act of faithfulness.

      Ultimately, Tomy keeps pointing us back to Jesus—the Good Shepherd who never forced, never shamed, never rushed pain. Who noticed the one. Who stayed. Who showed us that redemption often begins simply by being willing to draw near.

      I’m grateful for Tomy and his courage to be honest. I’ve seen firsthand what happens when people hold truth and vulnerability together. Cultures shift. People exhale. Hope finds its way back into the room—maybe even your home, or the quiet halls of your heart.

      I hope this book does the same for you as it has for me in real time. May it slow you down. May it sharpen your wisdom. May it remind you that God is already present in the pain you’re being trusted to witness.

      And may you discover, again, that all of this done in love still changes lives.

      
        
        And one more thing: take off the cape.

        There are no superheroes here.

        Only shepherds.

      

      

      

      
        
        Eric Samuel Timm

        Pastor, Artist, Advocate

        www.ericsamueltimm.com

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            A NOTE TO THE READER

          

        

      

    

    
      Some of the stories and themes in this book touch on sensitive topics, including anxiety, depression, trauma, and suicide. If you have walked through these struggles personally—or love someone who has—you may find certain sections emotionally challenging. Please honor your own pace. Take breaks when needed. Pause to breathe and pray. Invite someone you trust to walk with you through the material if it feels heavy.

      My intention is never to burden you, but to help you recognize both the depth of pain that others around you may be experiencing and the truth that you are not alone. The hope threaded through every chapter is the same hope at the center of our faith: the Good Shepherd draws near to the brokenhearted, and he never turns away from those in pain.

      This book is not a substitute for professional mental health care. While I draw from evidence-based training and real pastoral experience, there are moments when a licensed therapist, counselor, or doctor is the safest and most appropriate next step for you and those you shepherd. If this book surfaces unresolved wounds or strong emotions, I encourage you to seek help—doing so is a sign of strength, not weakness. If at any point you feel unsafe, check Appendix A for some helpful resources.

      Finally, I want to acknowledge the courage it takes to read a book like this. To engage thoughtfully with your own story or the suffering of someone you love requires both vulnerability and hope. My prayer is that, as you read, you will sense God’s gentleness, his nearness, and his invitation to become a healing presence in a hurting world by the power of his Spirit.

      

      
        
        You are seen.

        You are loved.

        And you are not alone.

      

      

      Tomy

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            INTRODUCTION

          

          SHEEP WITHOUT A SHEPHERD

        

      

    

    
      
        
        When he saw the crowds, he had compassion for them, because

        they were harassed and helpless, like sheep without a shepherd.

        Matthew 9:36, ESV

      

      

      THE WEIGHTS WE CARRY

      I used to hunt. Well, it would be more accurate to say I used to go on long hikes through the forest while carrying a rifle. The truth is that I could count on one hand the number of times I even considered pulling the trigger, which means my rifle only ever served to help me burn more calories by carrying its weight. Still, I cherished those moments in God’s creation, finding silence and solitude in the quiet forest. They provided space and time to think, pray, process, and meditate on scripture. Hunting also created opportunities to connect with the other men in my family, for which I was grateful.

      The last time I went on one of those hunts that was more of a hike was in November 2021. I woke up long before the sunrise, hiked deep into a pitch-black forest in single-digit temperatures, and climbed onto a large rock formation overlooking an open meadow. I settled in and began praying as I watched the sun rise over the mountains in front of me. In that moment, I felt free. Free from the noise of the city. Free from the expectations that come with being a father and pastor. Free from the distracting buzz in my pocket that intermittently interrupts my day. It was nothing but space, time, and Jesus, and I loved every second of it.

      As I took in the solitude that enveloped me, I found myself praying to God, “Show me where I need to surrender more of myself to you. Show me the things that are keeping me from better reflecting you to the world around me.” This was my own personalized version of King David’s prayer in Psalm 139:

      
        
        Search me, God, and know my heart; test me and know my anxious thoughts. See if there is any offensive way in me, and lead me in the way everlasting.                             Psalm 139:23-24

      

      

      I didn’t recognize it at the time, but looking back, I see what a bold—dare I say risky—prayer that was. What happened next felt like it happened all of a sudden, but in reality, it was over the course of a couple of hours of praying and processing: memories from my childhood and early adolescence began to surface; memories that I hadn’t thought about in decades. Things I had deeply repressed because they were decidedly traumatic and abusive. Things that happened at the hands of people outside of my house. Things that had much further-reaching implications for my life than I could even begin to imagine in those moments.

      At first, it was surreal, like I was reliving someone else’s story. The memories were so foreign to me that it took me a while to come to terms with the fact that they were mine. I found myself thinking, “No, these are my memories . . . these things actually happened to me . . . I was actually abused.” That prayer in the forest led to the hardest year of my life. On that day in the mountains by myself, I went from sitting on a boulder to feeling like I was being crushed beneath the weight of one.

      Maybe some of you have never had to process a significant amount of trauma—maybe some of you have or are currently—but we’ve all had to carry heavy things. We’ve all had to walk through hard seasons. And I can tell you from first-hand experience that, in the midst of those hard seasons in life, one of the enemy’s greatest tools is to make us feel isolated. He will try to make us feel like we are the only ones struggling while everyone else is doing just fine. He will try to make us feel like no one else would understand—that everyone else has their own burdens, and it would be selfish to trouble our loved ones with our burdens. He whispers lies that we are too broken to be loved, too far gone to be helped.

      The enemy uses shame to drive us further into isolation and hiding by making us think we are dirty or damaged beyond saving, so we’d do better to hide. He convinces us to do our best to carry those burdens alone, all the while putting on the best fake smile we can muster because if people knew the real us, we’d be rejected, despised, and scorned, and the accompanying shame would be too much to live through.

      That was the very first thought that came rushing into my head once I came to terms with my trauma on that boulder, “You can’t tell anyone. No one would want anything to do with you if they knew. No one would believe you anyway. You most definitely couldn’t be a pastor anymore. Your wife would leave you if she knew because you are too broken, and it would be too much for her to handle; YOU would be too much for her to handle.”

      The enemy’s lies can be terribly convincing, rattling around in our heads. Especially in our most vulnerable moments, those lies take root in some immensely damaging ways. Carrying the burden of these lies only adds to the weight of life that we are already struggling to carry, so the grief, the pain, and the brokenness compound, leaving us feeling crushed under their weight.

      For me, on that boulder in the middle of the forest, the weight quickly felt like too much, and it led to despair. I couldn’t see through the fog to a positive version of what life could be moving forward. The enemy knew this and offered me a solution, just as he did to Jesus standing on top of the temple in Jerusalem: “Throw yourself down.” The difference? He wanted Jesus to prove he wasn’t alone. He wanted me to believe I was.

      I am deeply grateful that this moment of suicidal desperation came after I had begun educating myself on mental health and suicide intervention techniques. The Holy Spirit brought to mind some of the very words I had spoken to others when they were in places of suicidal desperation. Words of presence, comfort, and hope (more on that later).

      My journey toward healing began in earnest two days later when I arrived home from the hunting trip and quickly told my wife everything that had transpired. I invited her into the pain, and she lovingly and graciously joined me in that pain. I rejected isolation in favor of being known in a deeply intertwined community of mutually loving and sacrificial relationships, and I’m convinced it saved my life.

      While I never would have asked to process this kind of trauma, I also wouldn’t trade it for a multitude of reasons—some of which we will unpack later. One of the things I’m grateful for is how it helped me understand, on a new level, the depth of Jesus’ compassion described in Matthew 9:

      
        
        When he saw the crowds, he had compassion for them, because they were harassed and helpless, like sheep without a shepherd. Matthew 9:36, ESV

      

      

      CALLING ALL SHEPHERDS

      My mental health journey that began on a boulder is far from unique in this era of mental health crises. Mental health struggles are rampant across a wide range of demographics, and the accompanying statistics show no signs of slowing.

      My trek into the world of mental health education began (four years prior to the boulder experience) as I was working as a student pastor in Colorado Springs, Colorado. As a community, we collectively drew a stunned breath as ten students died by suicide in our area in the span of two weeks. I felt overwhelmed and ill-equipped to even know how to respond, much less to make a concerted effort to stem the tide of suicide contagion in our community. Along with several of my peers, I began to seek education on the topics of mental health and suicide. I became certified in programs designed to recognize signs of a potentially impending mental health crisis—programs that equipped us with tools on how to help those who are in the darkest places. I became certified in programs that aimed to intervene and even prevent suicide. I eventually became a trainer for several of these programs.

      The more I educated myself on these sensitive topics, the more comfortable I became in holding space with those who are in places of deep pain. This is logical, of course. No matter how much we may want to build a house, it’s impossible to build that house without being given the right tools and then being trained how to use those tools. That is the aim of our time together throughout this book: to give you a few tools from scripture so you may feel more and more qualified to step into the darkness and be the hands and feet of Jesus to the lost, hurting, and broken. Without the tools and the knowledge, it can be easy to edge away from a situation, saying, “I’m not qualified for this.” And yet, we will certainly learn together that it’s far less about being qualified and far more about being present.

      It is indeed hard to be present for others on their mental health journey without feeling equipped to do so. I’ve seen this. Just a few years ago, I was sitting with a group of student pastors who very quickly became uncomfortable with the idea of preaching on the topic of mental health. One of them even claimed that his students—many of whom he affirmed were struggling with mental health—had directly told him, “We want to hear sermons about mental health, but not from you.” The implication being that they wanted to hear from someone more qualified to speak on the subject than their student pastor. If that’s true, kudos to those students for wanting to hear from a credible authority on the subject. In my experience, however, drowning people are too busy grasping at straws, hoping it will keep them afloat, to ask about the qualifications of anyone willing to jump into the water with them.

      I can’t really blame those student pastors. I’ve been where they were in that moment. In the immediate aftermath of the cluster of ten deaths by suicide that we watched unfold in those two weeks, we also had a student in our ministry survive a suicide attempt. Up until that point, none of the students who had died by suicide were directly involved in our student ministry (though we had several students deeply impacted by losing friends or classmates). When we got word that one of the students within our community had survived an experience of suicidal self-directed violence, I was absolutely frozen with fear and overwhelm. In the subsequent weeks, as that student reengaged at our student ministry, everything within me wanted to lean in and shepherd him as he worked toward health and healing, but some combination of fear, overwhelm, and feeling at an absolute loss for words kept me from leaning in fully. I would try to engage him. I would try to come alongside. More often than not, though, our conversations stayed shallow because of my own deep-seated sense of discomfort and fear of making it worse. This is exactly what it looks like to feel ill-equipped for many of us: avoidance. So, again, I can’t really blame those student pastors.

      Now, I certainly don’t want to diminish the fact that significant damage has been done from pulpits all across America as pastors who are ill-equipped have spoken with authority on topics like mental health and suicide. I’ve watched as pastors have punitively and patronizingly categorized the mental health struggles of others with tired tropes that essentially tell them to have more faith or pray more, and they’ll be healed. To be clear: prayer and faith are crucial to healing during and after a mental health crisis, but to say they are all that is needed is to significantly oversimplify a wildly complex issue. Mental health struggles are rarely one-dimensional. Almost all mental health struggles involve an interplay of social, emotional, physical, and spiritual factors—each influencing the others in ways that can’t be separated or addressed in isolation. We are mind, body, and spirit. This isn’t merely a belief held by secular psychology; scripture holds these delineations as well. In 1 Thessalonians 5:23, we read, “Now may the God of peace himself sanctify you completely, and may your whole spirit and soul and body be kept blameless at the coming of our Lord Jesus Christ” (ESV, emphasis added.) The Greek word for soul is psuche, which is where we get the word psychology. We are whole persons, so our mental health touches every part of who we are—our relationships, emotions, bodies, and spirits. Healing, therefore, requires care for the whole person.

      I believe pastors who have taken this kind of “more faith, more prayer” stance to mental health are valiantly attempting to ensure that we don’t turn to the things of this world for healing in place of turning to Jesus. I would wholeheartedly agree that Jesus needs to remain front and center in our focus. In fact, equipping us to show up to shepherd others as the hands and feet of Jesus will be the focus of this entire book. I disagree, however, with the false binary this line of thinking presents that seeking other forms of help—from a counselor, therapist, or other mental health provider—always means we are turning away from Jesus. Few people would say to someone in the middle of a crisis of a broken leg, “Pray more and have more faith, and you’ll be healed.” Why then would we say it for a mental health crisis? In cases of both mental health and physical health crises, it ought to be a both/and rather than an either/or. I vividly remember my sister Cristina fervently praying out loud over my niece as we sopped blood from her mouth after she smashed her face on a concrete parking block. It wasn’t an either/or in that instance, but a both/and as we rushed her to the hospital. We should be ready and willing to point people toward Jesus and other faith-based mental health resources, knowing Jesus can use those resources to help them experience healing. If this feels like a foreign or uneasy topic, stick with me; we’ll unpack it in greater detail later.

      I certainly don’t mean to share those stories as an indictment of my fellow clergy members—it would also be an indictment of myself if so—but only to illustrate that the tools needed to walk with someone through a mental health crisis are learned skills. Without them, even vocational ministers can be tempted to make excuses rather than hold space with those who are deeply hurting. As I’ve shared, the truth is, before my own educational experiences on the subject, I was the student pastor making excuses and choosing avoidance over presence.

      What is clear to me is that avoidance leaves a void (duh) in relational, spiritual shepherding in an age that needs it more than ever. I’m convinced the church doesn’t need more experts; it needs more present, patient, Spirit-led shepherds. And stick with me when I talk about shepherd lay-leaders; I’m not merely talking about more vocational ministers. I’m specifically talking about you. As followers of Jesus, we are all called to spiritually shepherd others because we are all called to make disciples. In fact, it was the last thing Jesus said in Matthew’s gospel, and I’m convinced that, if he had been holding a microphone as he addressed the crowd, he would have dropped it right before he ascended into heaven.

      
        
        Jesus came and told his disciples, “I have been given all authority in heaven and on earth. Therefore, go and make disciples of all the nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and the Son and the Holy Spirit. Teach these new disciples to obey all the commands I have given you. And be sure of this: I am with you always, even to the end of the age.”                Matthew 28:18-20, NLT

      

      

      Again, this commissioning wasn’t intended just for the vocational ministers among us, but for all of us who claim to be followers of Jesus. It’s not just what we are called to do; it’s who we are called to be. At my current church, we say we are “Changed lives, changing lives.” We are all called to be disciples of Jesus who make disciples of Jesus—to learn his way of life, to live his commands, and to reflect his heart. This is what church leaders for centuries have called spiritual formation. The one clear command that Jesus gave to his followers:

      
        
        A new command I give you: Love one another. As I have loved you, so you must love one another. By this everyone will know that you are my disciples, if you love one another.                       John 13:34-35

      

      

      He didn’t just say to love. He didn’t even say to love well. He said to love the way he loved. And how did he love? If you asked Matthew, he’d point out how Jesus’ love freed him from the shame of being a tax collector. If you asked Peter, he’d say how Jesus’ love spoke life into him and still believed in him even at his lowest moment. If you asked the lepers, they’d tell you how Jesus’ love touched them when they were untouchable.

      Learning to make disciples and love like Jesus is the ultimate goal of spiritual formation. As Pastor John Mark Comer so eloquently but so simply puts it, our call is to “Be with Jesus. Become like Him. Do as He did.”⁠1 And if we are going to become like him and do as he did, we are going to become shepherds. After all, Jesus is the Good Shepherd.

      EXPECTATIONS FOR SHEPHERDS

      So, if we are all supposed to be spiritual shepherds, cool, but what does that even mean? Shepherding metaphors are plentiful in the Bible. From King David’s iconic and pastoral Psalm 23 to Jesus donning the title of Good Shepherd in John 10, and lots of stops in between. Shepherding language is abundant throughout scripture, which means books unpacking the concepts of spiritual shepherding are abundant as well, so we won’t spend a ton of time unpacking all of the subtlety and nuance that comes with the shepherding metaphor.

      For our purposes together, I’m more interested in getting straight to the brass tacks of what the expectations are that come with the role of spiritual shepherd. Luckily for us (but not so luckily for the spiritual shepherds of Israel), there is a singular verse in scripture that serves as a great list of expectations. It wasn’t so lucky for them because the verse in question actually points out all of the ways they were getting it wrong.

      
        
        The weak you have not strengthened, the sick you have not healed, the injured you have not bound up, the strayed you have not brought back, the lost you have not sought, and with force and harshness you have ruled them.                                         Ezekiel 34:4, ESV

      

      

      It stands to reason that if the spiritual shepherds of Israel were getting chastised for not meeting these expectations, then inverting this list becomes a great framework for how to spiritually shepherd others well—maybe even especially those sheep experiencing a mental health crisis. And here’s the good news: these are all achievable, especially considering that we are carriers of the Holy Spirit, which means we are carriers of healing, hope, and the powerful presence of Jesus. And as carriers of the Holy Spirit, holding space with hurting people is far more about availability than it is about ability. After all, the Holy Spirit will do the heavy lifting and is the only one capable of bringing healing. In his grace, God chooses to use us in spite of our own brokenness to help shepherd others as they walk toward healing and wholeness. My friend Bob calls this a divine collaboration.

      Rest assured that by reading this book, you are not signing on to become a mental health care provider or to carry anyone else’s crushing weight for them lest you, too, be crushed. You’re not even signing on to try to fix them. We’ll leave the counseling to the counselors, the therapy to the therapists, and the healing to the Holy Spirit. My hope and prayer are that, by inviting you into the story of my own mental health journey and sharing some of the tools I’ve been given, you will feel equipped by the Holy Spirit to step in, lean in, and help others know they aren’t alone on their mental health journeys. I want to equip you to participate in that divine collaboration as you help the lost, hurting, and broken in your life to know that depression, anxiety, panic attacks, loneliness, shame, trauma, burnout, heartbreak, hopelessness, fear, perfectionism, insecurity, grief, and thoughts of suicide don’t have to have the last word in their lives.

      In the pages that follow, we will walk step by step through the picture God gives in Ezekiel 34:4—not as a legalistic list to check off, but as a call to live with gentleness, presence, and purpose. And since Ezekiel 34:4 is an indictment and not a blueprint, we will seek to live out a redemptive reversal of the failure of those spiritual shepherds in Israel. So, we will work backward. We begin in the first chapter by reversing the indictment of ruling with force and harshness by answering the call to lead gently. The subsequent chapters will then break down seeking the lost by learning to recognize cries for help, rounding up the strays by showing love to those who are trying to keep us at arm’s length, binding up the injured by being present in moments of crisis, healing the sick by helping them anchor their identity in Christ and speaking truth into and over their lives, and then strengthening the weak by helping them build resilience for the long road ahead. After all, healing doesn’t begin with commands; it begins with presence. So, before we learn to strengthen someone else’s faith, we must learn to sit with them in their pain.

      WOUNDED HEALERS

      I already shared that my healing journey started the moment I chose to share what I was walking through with my wife Mendy. I told her about the trauma and the thoughts of suicide, even with the enemy shouting in my ear that sharing with her would end my life as I knew it. He was right, of course, but not in the way he was trying to convince me. The grace, love, and support that my beautiful wife showered on me every step of the journey served to strengthen our relationship in the end. There were plenty of hard days in between, but her response gave me confidence to invite others into my healing journey as well.

      Over the course of the next several weeks and months, we created concentric circles around us of trust and support. It’s hard enough to walk a path of pain toward healing, but imagine having to do it publicly as a pastor. I felt called by God early on to lead through that season with great vulnerability and honesty. I’m incredibly grateful for the leadership of my church that allowed me to preach sermons in our adult services that were raw and authentic. Those raw sermons helped create psychological and emotional safety for others to talk about the paths they were walking as well.

      The further out those concentric circles went, the more careful I was with what and how I shared. Only Mendy and my therapists knew the intimate details of my trauma. The congregation hearing my testimony through sermons knew far less than my closest coworkers, who knew far less than my dearest friends and family. There were times I began sharing only to realize that some were not ready to hear my story or sit with me in my pain. There were also people who so clearly and empathetically communicated what an honor it was to help carry this burden with me as I walked the path of healing that God was laying out before me. And, friends, the healing that God brought to me was more than I could have ever imagined. I don’t know what else to say other than to quote my Grandma Bennie, who often said, even in the midst of her own pain and suffering, “The good Lord has just been so good to me.”

      In a way that I could have never understood before this season, I now understand what it means that it is an honor to carry someone else’s pain—not for them, but with them. Before my trauma journey, even as a pastor, I often found myself essentially patting people on the head from a distance like a sweet, southern grandma saying, “You poor thing,” rather than leaning in and drawing close like a true shepherd.

      You may not feel like a shepherd. You may not feel strong, equipped, or wise. That’s okay. What matters is that you’re willing to walk with someone, even when the path forward is unclear. You don’t have to have all the answers, and you certainly don’t have to be perfect. You just have to be willing to be used by God.

      Priest, psychologist, and author Henri Nouwen popularized the term wounded healer. I love that! We are all wounded by the sin, brokenness, and corruption of this world. Rarely do we choose to experience those wounds, though we occasionally might make choices that cause the wounds to happen. Our choice is whether or not we walk the path toward healing. And then we get to choose to make ourselves available to be used by God to be part of the healing journey for others. Being wounded is inevitable. Becoming a wounded healer is a choice. The world is full of silent suffering, but the Good Shepherd is still speaking, and he is inviting us to follow him—not just for our sake, but for the sake of others as well.

      In Isaiah 2:2-5, the prophet Isaiah paints a beautiful picture of an age to come when everyone will hunger and thirst to follow after God’s ways. He says weapons will be beaten into harvesting tools, and no one will learn the art of war any longer. When we look at the world around us, it might feel like that vision is still a long way off, but verse 5 serves as an invitation to not just look forward, but to step into this way of living now.

      
        
        O house of Jacob, come, let us walk in the light of the Lord.        Isaiah 2:5, ESV

      

      

      In Isaiah’s mind, living this way now isn’t naive idealism; it is prophetic realism. We live in a broken world, and though we must live in the world as it is, we act in line with the world as it will be. One day, the eastern sky will tear open, and God will arrive to take his place as King. Until that day comes, Paul exhorts us to live as citizens of heaven in the here and now.⁠2 That’s what Jesus did, and it’s what the church is called to do.

      So, come friends, let us walk in the light of the Lord as wounded healers. Let us shepherd the hurting, the lost, and the broken by the healing power of God’s Holy Spirit at work in us and through us. Let us make ourselves available to be used by God to help his kingdom come until it is on earth as it is in heaven.

      SELF-CARE AND REFLECTION

      In each chapter, we will end with an encouragement to take care of yourself well (often referred to as self-care) and to spend a few minutes in reflection. Reading about topics like abuse, self-harm, and suicide is a weighty endeavor. Surrendering that weight to Jesus is crucial. If we don’t take time to decompress, we will carry that weight with us the rest of the day and impact others around us. The truth is that God may want to burden you in specific ways as you read this book. In fact, that’s my hope and prayer: as we read, may he break our hearts for what breaks his heart to the point that it stirs us to action. So, know that self-care is not intended to be an activity aimed at intentionally ignoring God’s Spirit speaking to us. It is not a turning away, but a turning toward. It is a recentering of ourselves onto the goodness, mercy, and presence of God in the midst of our burden for others. Don’t rush past this crucial recentering process.

      If you’re not sure how to practically engage in self-care, feel free to skip ahead to chapter nine (specifically, the Choose Your Own Adventure segment at the end) before you move on to chapter one, so you can use the tools in that chapter as you go through this book. I would also encourage you to journal a few thoughts on what you feel God is speaking to you at the end of each chapter. Pay attention to what words and concepts stand out, what you feel, and where you feel burdened. For some of you, the provided space will feel wildly inadequate. If that’s you, I’m guessing you already have several journals to choose from, so have at it. In fact, maybe self-care might look like buying a shiny new leather-bound journal just for our journey together– you’re welcome! For some, the idea of filling the provided space will feel daunting. Just write a few words that capture your thoughts and feelings. Author James Clear tells us that we can’t improve on a habit that we don’t already have, so start small and build from there. My hope and prayer are that by the time you get to the end of the book, you will be able to look back on what you’ve written and pick up on an emerging theme. Pay attention to that theme. God is speaking to you through it.

       

      

      Today, I will care for myself and stay connected to God by:

      

      Space for Reflection:
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