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Soul Care is a grit ty brand of spiritual care 
marked by rugged honesty, fierce compassion 

and robust biblical t ruth. It  is built  on three 
key convict ions explored in these pages.
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NO PA IN. NO CHA PLA IN.

Teachers help people learn.  Farmers provide 
people food. Doctors heal people's bodies. 
Carpenters give people homes. Chaplains  
absorb people's pain. 

We walk with people in their most vulnerable 
moments. We are spiritual EMT's. Spiritual 
t riage is our trade. You will find us behind the 
scene of a crisis tending to unseen wounds.

The principles, stories and lessons you will 
find in the following pages are hard won. 
They are bloody, sweaty and tear-stained. 
They come from the gut of two chaplains. 

You will find an approach to spiritual care 
marked by rugged honesty, fierce compassion 
and robust biblical t ruth. We call this brand of 
grit ty pastoral support, "batt le worn soul 
care."

K ORY M . CA PPS |  BILL J. M ESA EH



I just came from a tragedy. As I 
write, I can smell the residue of 
smoke st icking to my blue  jacket.  A 
maverick flicker of fire and a design 
flaw would not only test the 
structure of the house, but the 
durability of the soul.

The family was huddled in the living 
room by the fireplace watching 
Mart in Luther King speech videos 
and discussing the importance of 
the holiday. It  was the first  t ime 
they felt  they could breathe since 
the surgery that successfully 
removed the intest inal cancer in 
mom's body.

When the fire started, the kids 
were rushed outside and into the 
van. Smoke billowed through the 
house and found escape out the 
windows. As the kids looked on 
intent ly, they could make out a 
figure frant ically spraying a fire 
ext inguisher. They were terrified.

The angry flames would not be 
tamed by one man. Helplessly, he 
stood outside watching the fire 
devour his home. He saw panic in 
his wife's eyes, fear in his children. 

The silent groans ratt led his soul. 
The silent quest ions squeezed his 
heart . "Why now? Why this? Why 
God?" The flames assaulted more 
than his home.

As I drove, I prayed. I always feel 
inadequate stepping into these 
situat ions, always. As I pulled onto 
the street, a fire truck and mult iple 
support vehicles passed me. I pulled 
up to the house, threw on my coat  
and headed to the door. 

I could faint ly hear voices in the 
house. I walked through the front 
door. The couple stood there with 
coats on staring at the wreckage, 
unbelief in their eyes. I walked to 
them and stood. I just stood.

As I looked down, my eyes grew 

moist. The sight of their pajama 
pants was too much. Is there no 
safe place?  We looked at what used 
to be a living room. The walls and 
ceiling were destroyed. It  no longer 
looked like a home.

The carpet was torn up and there 
was three inches of standing water. 
You could see water logged books 
and destroyed speakers on the 
ground right next to the white 
teddy bear. As we put our arms 
around each other to pray, I knew. 
The ground I stood on was sacred. 

To be welcomed into someone's 
pain is a holy privilege. It  is the 
definit ion of honor. We have 
learned that hallowed ground most 
often looks like the shambles of this 
family's home. It  is always messy, it  
is always raw.

Compassion is our vocat ion. We are 
commissioned to walk with people 
in pain. We get the call when the 
fire  desolates the home. We come, 
knowing it  has done much more 
than that.

Life is hard, sometimes impossible. 
The ubiquity of pain demands great 
care in matters of spiritual support. 
Rule number one when walking on 
holy ground, take off your shoes.

We are no strangers to pain. We 
have been on both ends of spiritual 
care. We know the  st ing of  t rite 
answers and smiley solut ions. We  
have also experienced the respite 
of compassionate tears, the  
reassuring power of presence and 
the refreshment of a t imely word.

As chaplains who live in the fray, we 
long to live and serve well at  the 
intersect ion of life's mess and God's 
Word.  We want to provide spiritual 
care that is rigorous and judicious 
humble and  bold, discerning and 
fierce. This intent ional approach is 
called "batt le worn soul care."
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Battle Worn Soul  Care is bui l t  on three principles.  



Life is messy. That may be the most self-evident 
statement ever made. Even with our best efforts and 
intent ions, life gets messy. It?s hard. Unpredictable. 
Disappoint ing. Frustrat ing and unfair. Life is very, very 
not fair.

Regardless of how you keep score, the math doesn?t 
add up the way we think it  should. Bad things happen to 
good people. Good things happen to bad people. 
Accidents and diseases don?t care what color your skin 
is, whom you worship, or how much t ime you spend 
volunteering at nursing homes and animal shelters.

Without except ion, every human must use words like 
cancer, depression, weep, sorrow, frustrat ion, and 
struggle.Once would be too many t imes, but it  often 
seems as if those words form the basis for our 
existence.

Some of our messes are self-inflicted.Others we inherit  
in the same way we?re assigned an eye color and a shoe 
size. Wish you were a foot taller? Well, you probably 
didn?t ask for an alcoholic parent or receding hairline 
either. Yet, life is messy. Often, life just hurts.

If we compartmentalize our existence, we can see how 
every aspect of who we are contributes to the mess: 
physical, social, emotional and spiritual.

Physical

Our mortality test ifies to our brokenness. From the 
moment we?re born, the universe goes to work 
breaking us down and deplet ing our life force. Try as we 
might, much of our physical existence is out of our 
control.

Eat your vegetables, drink filtered water, and do plenty 
of cardio. The death rate is st ill one per person. Every 
ache, pain, cough and diagnosis reminds us: these 
bodies and this world are not eternally compatible. 

Social

There are approximately 7.5 billion people on the 
planet. Most of them are indifferent to your existence. 
However, once you turned two and learned the word 
?mine,? you made your first  enemy. 

LIFE IS 
M ESSY



While the names will change, the list  of people 
current ly unhappy with you will out live you. The best 
people to walk the planet st ill die with enemies. Being 
good has lit t le to no impact on being liked. Life is 
messy.

Even on their best days, our friends and loved ones are 
carrying around messes of their own. Eventually, parts 
of their mess spill onto you and your mess. Often, that 
results in feelings of betrayal, failure, and 
disappointment. Suddenly those 7.5 billion indifferent 
people look more appealing.

Emotional

Perhaps more than anything else, our emotions are out 
front? represent ing who we are. They reveal what we 
value, what we fear, and what we fear losing. Emotions 
shouldn?t dominate us, but we can?t afford to ignore 
them either. 

On good days, our emotions can move us to be 
generous and self-sacrificing. By design, they help us 
survive by signaling danger and impatient ly urging us 
to fight or flee. On occasion, those dangers get 
emotionally distorted and lead us toward the mother 
of all messes: insecurity.

It?s difficult  to overstate the power of insecurity. It?s 
been said that man is driven ent irely by his/her 
insecurit ies. Whether that?s true or not, we expend a 
tremendous amount of energy compensating (usually 
over-compensating) for our perceived shortcomings. 

We posture. We portray. We pract ice, and we pretend 
to be what we think we?re supposed to be. It?s usually 
obvious to everyone but ourselves. It?s a mess.

Spiri tual

Both as cause and effect, all the messes mentioned so 
far are direct ly connected to our most profound mess: 
we are spiritually lost. The messiness of life makes us 
quest ion our value and purpose. Because we quest ion 
our value and purpose, we create messes everywhere 
we go.

Consequently, our most savage insecurity is a spiritual 
one: Am I enough? Does any of this matter? It  goes 
without saying: those quest ions are int imately 
connected to our att itudes and act ions.

Life is messy. It?s an incontrollable, inexhaust ible mess. 
In our careers of walking with people in their pain and 
suffering, often the only appropriate response is to sit  
and cry in agreement: life?s not fair.



If you?ve ever tried to clean up a mess, you 
know how hard it  is to stay clean while 
doing it . If it?s an especially messy mess, 
everything you use gets ruined in the 
process.

The same is true of the messes in our 
personal lives. You can?t go through them 
unaffected. Whether you?re wading into 
your own mess or the messes of those 
around you, don?t expect to stay clean and 
dry. Some of the most meaningful words in 
the English language (compassion, 
empathy) describe coming along side to 
share in the experiences of others.

Picture the batt lefield surgeon: after hours 
of intense surgery to save a soldier?s life, 
he?s drenched in sweat and covered in 
blood. Every ounce of who he is went into 
removing the mess of war from the 
pat ient?s body. This is what we mean when 
we talk of ?Bleeding Theology.? There are 
many things about God we don?t 
understand. Why does he allow life to be 
so messy? Perhaps the safest answer is: we 
don?t know. However,one thing seems to 
be clear: God is willing to bleed.

If? after acknowledging the messiness of 
life? you st ill believe God has your best 

interests at heart , then you might expect 
Him to be int imately involved in your 
rescue effort . To be invested and 
committed to wading into the pit  after you. 
We believe He is.

And we believe that seeing God in the 
pit? experiencing Him in the mess? is 
more powerful and more healing for your 
soul than any emotional high delivered by 
self-help or prosperity preaching. This 
project, our profession, and our very lives 
endeavor to be expressions of batt le-worn 
soul care.

This is a compassionate attempt to wage 
war on hopelessness in the most God-like 
way possible: bleeding in the trenches. All 
we have to offer will come from the fray of 
our own experiences? our experience as 
pract icing chaplains to be sure. But more 
to the point? from our experiences of 
being messy and gett ing wounded 
ourselves.

Every wound that?s ever healed has taught 
us one thing: theology has to bleed. Cheap 
answers and cookie-cutter faith won?t do. 
The response has to be as grit ty as the 
mess. Bleeding theology is what we have to 
offer. That, and an empty tomb.

THEOLOGY 
M UST 
BLEED
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Everyday we?re invited to step 
into the messes of those around 
us. On any given day, we might be 
called to not ify a parent or 
spouse that their loved one just 
died. 

Broken marriages, attempted 
suicides, and terminal diagnoses 
are the reasons people call us. We 
expect it . It?s what we signed up 
for.

And it?s exhaust ing. It?s humbling. 
At t imes, it  can be both life-giving 
and depression-inducing. Why do 
we do it? We do it  because the 
Tomb is Empty.

When Christ ians say that, they 
are referring to the Tomb that 
held Jesus? dead body. For 3 days. 
Unt il He got up and walked out of 
it .

The resurrect ion of Jesus proves 
a lot  of things. To sort  through all 
of them here would be to risk 
missing the most important thing: 
God wins.

God wins. If you?re on God?s side 
you win too.

Take just a moment to reorient 
yourself in the clarity only that 
statement can deliver. God wins. 
This is more powerful than, ?You 
can do it? or ?Just try harder.? 

On the days when you have no 
?try? left  in you, God st ill wins. 
During the moments when you 
think you just can?t, God st ill wins.

Some of the scariest movies are 
the ones that can convince 
us? even if we?re watching the 
movie for a second or third 
t ime? that the bad guy might win. 
Maybe he?ll kill the hero? Is he 
going to jump out of the darkness 
when no one is ready? As long as 
we think the end is in jeopardy, 
we sit  in tension and fear.

Real life isn?t like that. God wins. 
There?s no tension over who gets 
to walk away. God wins. The end 
isn?t in jeopardy. God wins.

There?s no promise your life won?t 
sometimes feel like a scary movie. 
In fact, we?re guaranteed it  will. 
At t imes, life will feel like a messy, 
bloody, scary movie full of 
darkness. But we already know 

how this story ends. God wins.

Our prayer is that this project will 
help you welcome the Light of the 
World into your life. You?ll find 
His light is full of hope. Hope that 
endures because the end has 
already been writ ten.  

DON?T BE 
A LA RM ED, HE 
SA ID. YOU A RE 
LOOK ING FOR 

JESUS THE 
NA ZA RENE, 
WHO WA S 
CRUCIFIED.   

HE HA S RISEN! 

M A RK  16:6
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WHY IT M A TTERS
In this life, pain is the norm, not the except ion. 
Hardship, suffering and death stare us down. They 
chase our loved ones. We wrest le hard with this 
reality. We ask hard quest ions, as we should.

But answers only go so far in the service of the 
suffering. Putt ing your arm around a limping friend, 
walking with them, sweating with them, hurt ing with 

them, crying with them, having no answers with 
them? that is a completely different story. 

Batt le worn soul care is not about answering the 
problem of pain, it 's about absorbing it . It  moves 
beyond philosophy to posture.  It  is a way of being 
that refuses to be backed town by pain. It   equips us 
to make it  every day and to help others do the same.
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