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SOUL.  Now there's an elusive term if I ever heard one! It is the basis of the license plate I special ordered for my car.  Most folks look at the plate and ask, "What does that mean?"  My family used to play a joke on me.  Every now and then I’d glance at my tag and find that someone had put tape over half of the "U" to spell "soiled!"

SOUL. It pops up in everyday conversation.  We seem to know what it means to sell your soul. We refer to the heart and soul of a thing.  We say that a singer is soulful.  If you stroll through any large music store you'll find a whole section labeled "soul".  In the words of an old rock n' roll song, a soul man is hip, cool, together, enviable, something everyone wants to be.

But, wait a minute.  This all has to do with life in the here and now.  I thought soul was that part of you that went to heaven.  Haven't we heard a lot about our eternal souls?  Isn't that what Jesus came to save?

Well, yes, through the redeeming power of Christ God saves our souls.  But God also saves our minds, hearts, and bodies - all of us.  And this salvation becomes real not just at death, but in life - at THE moment and EVERY moment we respond to God.

The notion that human beings are made up of separate parts like body, mind, spirit, and soul is a peculiarly Greek idea. Neither the Hebrew writers of the O.T., nor Jesus, nor the Apostle Paul thought of humans in this way.  The English word "soul" is an attempt to translate the Hebrew word - RUACH - or "breath" and the Greek word "psyche".  Both terms may be translated, "life" or "life principle" or "self" or "life force". It was RUACH that God breathed into Adam and Eve to give them life.

So, in the parable of the Rich Fool, Jesus uses the term "soul" to mean more than just a part of the person.  It means the total person - right down to his or her deepest being.  SOUL includes our innermost selves.  That place where truth resides, and where truth is recognized.  Where we cannot run or hide … either from ourselves or from God.

Probably, we do not journey to the deeper recesses of our being often enough.  Like the Rich Fool we are busy with many less important things.  It seems a great nuisance and effort to examine our deepest parts to find what lives there.  We would much rather not trouble the waters, so to speak.  For this deep stream of truth is also the source of passion, that is, of great emotion, and when we stir it, it can become a churning, boiling 

tide that threatens to overwhelm us.  And even though God created this part of us like the rest - in God’s image - we are afraid to risk it so we stop looking and we even stop feeling with any integrity.  We are satisfied to deceive ourselves, to hunger after and "take our ease in" superficial things.

It is our soul that remains unsatisfied and discontent with such a life. It is our soul that whispers to us that there must be something more. The power of the soul is marvelously illustrated in a story by Trina Paulus entitled, "Hope for the Flowers."  It is the story of two caterpillars, Stripe and Yellow, and their journey to becoming butterflies.

In the first part, Stripe tries to make some sense out of his rather ordinary life.  "There must be more to it than just eating and getting bigger,"  he thinks.  One day he notices some other caterpillars in a great hurry and follows them to a huge pillar reaching high into the air out of sight.  As Stripe draws closer, he realizes it is an enormous, squirming mass of caterpillars all trying to move up.

As he tries to make his way into the pillar he discovers some of the "rules."  No one knows for sure what is at the top, everyone is too busy trying to get there.  Don't speak to anyone. And don't look anyone in the eye.  It's easier to walk over someone you don't recognize.

Stripe makes a friend along the way.  A pretty caterpillar named Yellow with whom he falls in love.  But he turns from even love in his quest to reach the top of the pillar.  Finally, Stripe reaches the top and discovers the soul wrenching truth. There is nothing there at all.  "Quiet, fool!"  says another caterpillar, "They'll hear you down below. We're where they want 

to get.  THAT'S what's here!"

Only after this painful encounter with the truth, can Stripe move on to discover his true destiny and become a butterfly.

Perhaps, then, the soul is not so much a place, but the means by which we hear the voice of God.  This image was used effectively by Dr. Fred Craddock in a sermon at Annual Conference one year. He quoted the text from Isaiah which speaks of God reaming out our ears that we might hear him clearly!  Such an image of both pain and great joy!  

Yes, it is with our soul, with the deepest recesses of our selves, that we can perceive the flow of confession, forgiveness, gratitude, and joy which lies at the heart of our faith.

The power that enables us to say with sincerity, "I'm sorry" is the power of God's Spirit working through our soul.  Only with our soul can we see ourselves as we truly are and realize our need of God's mercy.

More importantly, through our soul we see God as God truly is.  Here is where guilt and fear are transformed.  The moment we realize that we are a soul - that we are more than what we own, more than what we can produce, more than our successes and accomplishments, much more than the power we may have over another person - that is the moment we become free to accept God's love for us ... for no other reason than that God created us and we are here.

That is also the moment we are free to share ourselves with another.  To recognize them the same way God recognizes us.  At that moment, says the Apostle Paul, we begin to be reconciled to God and neighbor.

How is it with your soul?  When the Lord of Life asks for yours, what will you have to offer?  May our souls magnify the Lord!   AMEN

