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          Soul Keeping  (John Ortberg, 2014)
  
 We all have issues in life that emanate from our 
souls, from parts that have been ignored. Our soul is like a 
stream of water which gives strength, direction, and harmony 
to every other area of our life. Our soul itself is profusely 
rooted in the vastness of God and his kingdom, including na-
ture; and all else within us is enlivened and directed by that 
stream.  
 Dallas Willard was a retired professor of philosophy 
at the University of Southern California (USC). People used to 
speak of spiritual leaders as those entrusted with the “cure of 
souls.” His house, like his head, was mostly furnished with 
books. He played forward on his college basketball team. His 
clothes suggested that he had long ago mastered Jesus’ sug-
gestion: Do not worry about what you should wear. Someone 
said of him once, “I’d like to live in his time zone.” I called 
Dallas to ask him what I needed to do to stay spiritually 
healthy. “Hurry is the great enemy of spiritual life in our day. 
You must ruthlessly eliminate hurry from your life.” Dallas 
grew up in the Great Depression in rural Missouri without 
electricity until he was 18 years old. Since there was not 
enough money to keep the family together, Dallas was passed 
from one relative to another until he graduated from high 
school. Despite these circumstances, he was president of his 
senior class — all 11 members. 
 Someone said that if you’re the smartest person in the 
room, you’re in the wrong room. I can’t even talk without try-
ing to sound impressive. Being right is a burden to carry 
gracefully and humbly--to be right and not hurt other people 
with it. Hell is the best God can do for some people. I’m quite 
sure God will let everybody into heaven that can possibly 
stand it. Your eternal destiny is not cosmic retirement; it is to 
be part of a creative project under unimaginably splendid lead-
ership, on an inconceivably vast scale, with ever-increasing 
cycles of fruitfulness and enjoyment. The most important 
thing in your life is not what you do; it’s who you become. 
That’s what you will take into eternity. This was an invitation 
to another world, unseen, unknown, hidden.  
 Belief in the soul is ubiquitous: We know it matters. 
We suspect it’s important. But we’re not sure what it means. 
The soul never thinks without a picture. Desouling is the pri-
mary operation of the scientific image. The soul knows a glory 
that the body cannot rob. We need the word when we speak of 
not just the highest, but also the lowest parts of human exist-
ence. W.E.B. Du Bois called his book about the oppressed hu-
manity of a race, The Souls of Black Folk--Soul food, Soul 
power, Soul brother. We speak of the soul as a source of 
strength, and yet we speak of it as fragile. Something about the 
soul always seems to be at risk, something that can be lost or 
sold. We speak of the eyes being the window to the soul. 
When people are doing hard mental work, their pupils dilate. 
Pupils widen when people look at beautiful nature pictures. 
Professional poker players sometimes wear sunglasses to keep 
their pupils from giving their excitement away. The universal 
distress signal, SOS, is said to stand for “Save Our Souls.” 
 It was as though impatience and worry were simply  
not in Dallas’s body. He had an inner life that seemed at peace 
with life. What drew me to Dallas was the sense that here was 
someone who had mastered the inner life There was leisure of  

 
spirit to him. The deep reason you have such value and mys-
tery is because of this tiny, fragile, vulnerable, precious thing 
about you called your soul. You’re a soul made by God, for 
God, to need God, which means you were not made to be self-
sufficient. What runs your life at any given moment is your 
soul. It correlates, integrates, and enlivens everything going on 
in the various dimensions of the self. The soul is the life center 
of human beings.  
 Your soul connects your thoughts, sensations, grati-
tude, and will; it sends a message to your entire being. Any-
time you want to care for something, you have to understand 
it, whether it’s a beagle or a BMW. If your soul is healthy, no 
external circumstance can destroy your life. If your soul is un-
healthy, no external circumstance can redeem your life. The 
will is good at making simple and large commitments, but it is 
bad at trying to override habits and patterns and attitudes that 
are deeply rooted in us. The apostle Paul says, The mind of 
sinful man is death, but the mind controlled by the Spirit is life 
and peace. The mind craves to be at peace. Dallas drew a se-
ries of sequentially smaller concentric circles that represents 
the Soul, Body, Mind, and Will.  The soul seeks harmony, 
connection, and integration. That is why integrity is such a 
deep soul-word.  
 What does it profit a man to gain the whole world 
and forfeit his soul? Jesus talks about a diagnosis, for the ru-
ined soul could not even produce satisfaction, let alone mean-
ing and goodness. To lose my soul means I no longer have a 
healthy center that organizes and guides my life. We live on a 
planet of lost souls. That is the human problem. The neglected 
soul doesn’t go away; it goes awry. The more we focus on 
ourselves, the more we neglect our souls. Psychology has fo-
cused on the self, which carries a different connotation from 
soul. To focus on my soul means to look at my life under the 
care and connection of God. To focus on myself apart from 
God means losing awareness of what matters most. In the 20th 
century, people who lived in each generation were 3 times 
more likely to experience depression than folks in the genera-
tion before them. Despite the rise of the mental health profes-
sion, people are becoming increasingly vulnerable to depres-
sion. We have replaced church, faith, and community with 
self. The more obsessed we are with our selves, the more we 
neglect our souls. Self is a stand-alone, do-it-yourself unit, 
while the soul reminds us we were not made for ourselves. 
You are only able to live in a way that helps and loves others 
when your soul feels its worth. The salvation of your soul 
means healing or deliverance at the deepest level of who we 
are in the care of God through the presence of Jesus.  
 What matters is not the accomplishments you 
achieve, but the person you become. The soul searches for a 
father. This world does not teach us to pay attention to what 
matters. Résumés chronicle what we have accomplished, not 
who we have become. The seed is a constant. Mark 4 is not a 
good story about good seeds and bad seeds. The seed is a pic-
ture of God’s desire and action to redeem souls. It isn’t a story 
about good sowers and bad sowers. Notice how generous He 
is with the seed. He scatters it everywhere.  
 The closed soul is death. The receptive soul is life. 
The Hardened Soul. The world diverts my soul-attention 
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when it encourages me to think of myself as a victim. In  a 
world where victimhood has become status, souls go unex-
amined for hardness. Sometimes the smallest acts of sacrifice 
or self-denial can break up hard soil. Underneath the hardness 
is often fear. It takes just a tiny little bit of softness in the soil 
to give the seed a chance. The Shallow Soul. The world con-
spires against our souls, keeping our lives superficial. Superfi-
ciality is the curse of our age. The soul is the deepest part of 
you--so deep that there are parts you can’t seem to understand 
or control. There is a depth to your soul that is beyond words. 
God says to his people, I will make my dwelling among you, 
and my soul will not reject you. This is my Son, whom I love; 
with him, my soul is well pleased.’ The Cluttered Soul. Some 
seeds fall among thorns. If the Devil can’t make you bad, he 
will make you busy, because either way your soul will shrivel. 
It is a cluttered world. The busy soul gets attached to the 
wrong things, because the soul is sticky. The Velcro of the 
soul is what Jesus calls “desire.”  
 A lost soul refers to the soul’s destination, not its 
condition. We are going to wind up in the wrong place be-
cause we are lost. The soul integrates the will, mind and body. 
Sin disintegrates them. Sin ultimately makes long-term grati-
tude or friendship or meaning impossible. Sin eventually de-
stroys my capacity even for enjoyment, let alone meaning. It 
distorts my perceptions, alienates my relationships, inflames 
my desires and enslaves my will.  
 I had a doctorate in clinical psychology because I be-
lieved other people needed help, but not me. Sin was in my 
pride. Sin was in my stubbornness. Children always know 
more than we think. The lost soul I had gone into ministry to 
save was my own. Confession really is good for the soul. The 
soul is healed by confession. As long as I keep pretending, my 
soul keeps dying. You desire truth in the innermost parts, the 
psalmist said to God, and that’s soul-talk. God designed us so 
that our choices, thoughts, desires, and behavior would be in 
perfect harmony powered by an unbroken connection with 
God, in perfect harmony with him and with all of his creation. 
That is a well-ordered soul. Bless the LORD, O my soul: and 
all that is within me.  It is my soul that connects “all that is 
within me” and cries out for integration, wholeness, oneness, 
harmony. This can only happen when my soul--my whole life 
--is connected with God. “Double-minded” could be translated 
“double-souled,” “split-souled,” or “fractured soul.” Sin frac-
tures and shatters the soul. The divided life is a wounded life, 
and the soul keeps calling us to heal the wound. Sin is the 
sickness that our souls have inherited.  
 Unlike our legal system, sins are not weighted by 
their seriousness. There are no misdemeanors in the realm of 
sin. Sin is sin, and it is serious because of what it does to the 
soul. Paul was so vividly aware of his own sins that he could 
not conceive that anybody could be worse. Christians use a 
different part of their brain to self-evaluate from non-Chris-
tians. Non-religious subjects used one part of the brain (ven-
tral medial prefrontal cortex) to evaluate themselves, but an-
other part (dorsal medial prefrontal cortex) to evaluate others. 
Christians used the same part to evaluate themselves that they 
used to evaluate others. Researchers hypothesized this is be-
cause they were using a kind of “Jesus reference point” for 
self-evaluation; they were really asking, “What does God 
think of me?”  

 We want to receive selfish gain and to avoid pain. 
Every act of wrongdoing (sin) leads to the greater likelihood 
of another. When I cross over that line where I can’t pretend 
anymore, generally moral behavior collapses. You reach a 
point where you know that what you are doing is so wrong, 
but don’t care anymore. You see it in whole cultures: Rwanda. 
North Korea. Stalin’s Russia. The Third Reich. It’s like having 
a child: if anyone really knew the cost ahead of time, no one 
would ever do it. I remember my affliction . . . the bitterness 
and the gall. I well remember them, and my soul is downcast 
within me.  The soul remembers things I forget. Conviction is 
a God-given ache for goodness.  
 It is the nature of the soul to need. We have unlimited 
desire. We always want more: more time, wisdom, beauty, 
funny YouTube videos. This is the soul crying out. We never 
have enough. The soul’s infinite capacity to desire is the mir-
ror image of God’s infinite capacity to give. The unlimited 
neediness of the soul matches the unlimited grace of God. Our 
need was meant to point us to God. We often don’t know what 
our souls are truly devoted to. What the Bible calls idolatry we 
call addiction. Nice things like food, shopping, recreation, 
hobbies, and pleasure can move from casual enjoyment to ad-
diction. Idols always turn us away from our freedom. I cannot 
replace an idol by turning away from it. I must turn toward 
something. Our soul begins to grow in God when we 
acknowledge our basic neediness.  
 The soul needs a keeper. Arrange your days to expe-
rience deep contentment, joy, and confidence in your everyday 
life with God. The main thing you will give others is the per-
son you become. You are responsible for the well-being of 
your own soul--total contentment, joy, and confidence in your 
everyday experience of God. This alone is what makes a soul 
healthy. I am my soul’s keeper, not its captain. I did not make 
it, and I cannot save it from death. Soul-care is different from 
self-care. I do not care for my soul only for my own sake. It is 
only mine on loan, and it is coming due soon. When Jesus 
says the man’s soul will be required, it’s a term that would de-
scribe a loan that had fallen due. One day, God will review 
with us what our souls have become.  
 Our soul is like an inner stream of water that gives 
strength, direction, and harmony to every other area of life. 
For it to flow freely, its keeper must clear it of anything that 
becomes more important than God. We live in a world that 
teaches us to be more concerned with our cars, careers, or 
portfolios than the condition of our souls. I care for my soul 
because if it becomes unhealthy, it will infect others.  
 Our private world is often cheated or neglected be-
cause it does not shout quite so loudly. A soul without a center 
feels constantly vulnerable to people or circumstances. It lacks 
patience. In “their souls grew short,” the character of the pro-
verbially patient Job is said to be “long-souled.” King Saul 
was a big man with a short soul that is easily thrown and finds 
its identity in externals. When we reach out to God, we are 
lifting our souls up to be nurtured and healed. Ask yourself, 
“Will this situation block my soul’s connection to God?” Sin 
cannot coexist with a soul centered on God.  
 Other creatures can live happily for today and not 
think about tomorrow. But not us. The soul needs a future. We 
are enfleshed souls--and we know what happens to flesh. Peo-
ple living in the wealth, power, and ambition of Babylon knew 
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the glory of Babylon would last forever. It did not. [God] has 
also set eternity in the human heart. This is where we’re dif-
ferent from grass: Human beings have an instinct that life does 
not end with the grave, a hunger this world cannot satisfy. 
Look at the pyramids. Visit a nursing home. God has placed 
eternity in the human heart. So if joy has not yet won, it is not 
yet the end. 
 If you read through the Bible, you get the sense that 
the soul was designed to search for God. The soul seeks God 
with its whole being. Because it is desperate to be whole, the 
soul is God-smitten, God-crazy and God-obsessed. My mind 
may be obsessed with idols; my will may be enslaved to hab-
its; my body may be consumed with appetites. But my soul 
will never find rest until it rests in God. For the soul to be 
well, it needs to be with God. Adam and Eve. . . heard the 
sound of the LORD God as he was walking in the garden in 
the cool of the day. The whole narrative of the Bible is about 
God going after us. All God has ever wanted is to be with you, 
with me.  
 The Practice of the Presence of God was written in 
the 17th century and is the most widely read book in the his-
tory of the human race other than the Bible. How many mo-
ments of my life today can I fill with conscious awareness of 
and surrender to God’s presence? Do the “with God” life all 
the time. I’ve been trying to make this the goal of my day as 
opposed to a list of things to get done.  My commute can be an 
ordeal of traffic and delays--or a time to reflect on God. Hurry 
is one of the major barriers that keeps me from life on the 
vine. People look different when I see them with God. How 
we get along with people says a lot about where our soul rests. 
When we are living with God, we see people as God sees 
them. This is what Paul is after when he says, From now on 
we regard no one from a worldly point of view. 
 In the Bible, God never gives anyone an easy job. He 
is always intrusive, demanding, exhausting. He says we should 
expect that the world will be hard, and that our assignments 
will be hard. Easy is a soul word, not a circumstance word. 
Aim at having easy circumstances, and life will be hard all 
around. Aim at having an easy soul, and your capacity for 
tackling hard assignments will grow. The soul was not made 
for an easy life. It was made for an easy yoke. For Jesus, iden-
tity and acceptance come before achievement and ministry. 
The alternative to soul-acceptance is soul-fatigue. There is a 
kind of fatigue that attacks the body. There is a kind of fatigue 
that attacks the mind. Our minds grow weary and attacks the 
will with so many choices. The soul craves rest. The soul was 
made to rest in God the way a tree rests in soil. Soul-fatigue 
does not have the same obvious signs as physical fatigue. You 
have less courage. “Fatigue makes cowards of us all.” Signifi-
cance is about who we are before it is about what we do. Ask 
people who know you well to describe why they think God put 
you on earth. The grace of significance liberates me from the 
need to hurry. I cannot live in the kingdom of God with a hur-
ried soul. I cannot rest in God with a hurried soul. Jesus was 
often busy, but never hurried. A rested soul is the easy yoke I 
can bring with me into my divided world. The world imposes 
hurry on our souls like a child squeezes Play-Doh. The notion 
of rest was--and still is--God’s idea. There is no crisis or battle 
in his kingdom,  

 In Judaism, they are not called the 10 Command-
ments. They are called “10 utterances” or “10 statements” be-
cause they were rooted in things that are meant to be in God’s 
kingdom. God was saying, “this is who you are.” We break 
ourselves when we violate them. These 10 statements are the 
only place in all recorded history where he comes to an entire 
people. The soul is revived by law. There is freedom from ex-
ternal constraints, somebody telling me what to do. This is 
freedom from. But there is another kind of freedom that might 
be called freedom for.  
 There’s freedom for living the kind of life I was 
made to live, freedom for becoming that man I most want to 
be —whoever looks intently into the perfect law that gives 
freedom and continues in it. They will be blessed in what they 
do. God’s law was given to free our souls to live full and 
blessed. The core, the disease that really threatens our soul is 
sin. I say yes to greed and lust in a way I don’t say yes to colds 
and strep throat. Religious man was born to be saved; psycho-
logical man is born to be pleased. Imagine a target with con-
centric circles moving from the outer edge to the bull’s eye. 
Sinful acts. 1: worry. I’m tempted to worry too much. I guess 
I’ll have to confess I just don’t trust God as courageously as I 
should. 2: procrastination. 3: overeating. 4: Facebook and 
Twitter. 5: laziness. Naughtiness, related to that old word 
naught, means we have amounted to nothing. Sinfulness. My 
sinful acts are premeditated; my sinfulness is a habit--the habit 
of sinning. Good habits are enormously freeing--we accom-
plish good things almost on autopilot. Good habits free us, but 
when sin becomes a habit, our souls lose their freedom. You 
can override a habit by willpower for a moment or 2. Our only 
hope is not for more willpower; it is for a new set of habits. 
Original sin. The core is my natural inclination toward sin. It 
is deeply embedded in our souls, and it is killing us.  
 There are 2 great words in the Bible that describe the 
posture of our souls toward other people. Bless and curse. 
Blessing projects good into the life of another. Blessing is 
done by the soul. You can change the wording if you want, but 
it’s hard to improve on God: The LORD bless you and keep 
you; The LORD make his face to shine upon you and be gra-
cious to you; The LORD lift up his countenance upon you and 
give you peace. We are so sensitive because our souls were 
made to be blessed and cannot survive without it. Blessing 
takes time, so don’t hurry. Like food goes into the body, 
words go into the soul. The Lord lift his countenance upon 
you. Lifting up a countenance is what we do to let someone 
know we are fully present. It is an act of self-giving. We are 
called to reserve sexual intimacy for marriage because  it hon-
ors the soul.  
 Our souls are always craving, never satisfied. Work 
is a soul function. We’re made to create value. There is noth-
ing better for a person than that he should make his soul enjoy 
good in his work. This too, I see, is from the hand of God. A 
paradox of the soul is that it is incapable of satisfying itself, 
but it is incapable of living without satisfaction. You will only 
find it in God.  
 Gratification of mind and body will dismantle your 
soul. Mild stress seems to increase brain size and causes 
brand-new neurons to develop. Addiction is a kind of worship, 
a counterfeit worship. The capacity for addiction shows that 
we were wired for ecstasy, a hint of the joy that we were made 
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for when the soul finds its center in God. The paradox of soul-
satisfaction--when I die to myself, my soul comes alive.  
 We feel better when we are grateful because the fun-
damental mind-set of the life of the soul is gratitude. Without 
a grateful heart the soul suffers because the soul needs grati-
tude. Gratitude comes from a posture of humility. The default 
mode of the sinful human race is entitlement. The bigger the 
sense of entitlement, the smaller the sense of gratitude. It’s not 
just an impoverishment of our emotional experience. It’s a sin. 
It’s the hallmark of a life opposed to God. For although they 
knew God, they neither glorified him as God nor gave thanks 
to him, but their thinking became futile. Benedictions. Bene: 
good. Diction: words, speech. Gratitude is good for both the 
person expressing it and the one receiving it. I love learning. I 
even get paid to learn. How cool is that? We can only be said 
to be alive in those moments when our hearts are conscious of 
our treasures. 
 If you ask people who don’t believe in God why they 
don’t, the number one reason will be suffering. If you ask 
people who believe in God when they grew most spiritually, 
the number one answer will be suffering. Because the soul is 
the deepest expression of the person, the soul is the place of 
greatest pain. We speak of “The dark night of the soul.” It is 
suffering in what feels like the silence of God. The dark night 
is God-initiated. This will be a test of your joyful confidence 
in God. Human beings around the globe had been suffering a 
year ago, and I was capable of joy then. Why should I con-
sider my own suffering grounds for a crisis of confidence in 
God when I don’t react the same way to others? We sell for-
mulas and steps and programs, and the dark night of the soul is 
not our program. The dark night is for souls that learn to wait. 
In the spiritual life God chooses to try our patience first of all 
by His slowness. He is slow: we are swift and precipitate. It is 
because we are but for a time, and He has been for eternity. 
Ruthlessly eliminate hurry from your life. We are our experi-
ences. That’s why we treasure the good ones. Watching Dallas 
walk in the valley of the shadow of death, was “Game on.” 
The shadow had found a worthy adversary. 
 We have this hope as an anchor of the soul, firm and 
secure. The soul is a ship that needs an anchor. What matters 
is the work of helping others know that God is alive and pre-
sent and loves them; that life is precious yet wasted with terri-
ble ease. Devotion to movements must be formed in times 
around someone who can inspire. We all have 2 worlds, an 
outer world that is visible and public and obvious, and an in-
ner world. In the end, the outer world fades. We are left with 
the inner world. It is what we will take with us. I regret the 
time I have wasted. The reason our souls hunger so is that the 
life we could be living so far exceeds our strangest dreams. 
The gospel is that this universe is a perfectly safe place for 
you to be. 
 
 [The most important thing in your life is not what 
you do; it’s who you become. That’s what you will take into 
eternity. The soul never thinks without a picture. The more we 
focus on ourselves, the more we neglect our souls. The soul 
integrates the will, mind and body. Sin disintegrates them. 
Conviction is a God-given ache for goodness. The soul’s infi-
nite capacity to desire is the mirror image of God’s infinite ca-
pacity to give. The unlimited neediness of the soul matches the 

unlimited grace of God. What the Bible calls idolatry we call 
addiction. The soul needs a keeper. I am my soul’s keeper, not 
its captain. The main thing you will give others is the person 
you become. Easy is a soul word, not a circumstance word. 
The soul was not made for an easy life. It was made for an 
easy yoke. The soul was made to rest in God the way a tree 
rests in soil. Good habits are enormously freeing--we accom-
plish good things almost on autopilot. Work is a soul function. 
A paradox of the soul is that it is incapable of satisfying itself, 
but incapable of living without satisfaction. Without a grateful 
heart the soul suffers because the soul needs gratitude. 
   


