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“There is the depth and originality of Mr. Moore’s observations . . . and a deeply consoling intelligence . . . that should draw many readers.”

                  —Phyllis Theroux, New York Times Book Review

“Many thanks to Thomas Moore for these profound and timely insights. . . . Genuinely inspirational.”

                  —Kevin McCarthy, Bloomsbury Review

“Invigorating, demanding, and revolutionary.”

                  —Publishers Weekly

“A wonderful book. It will do much to free the world of the medical model of psychotherapy and to help people treasure as individual poetry what they formerly regarded as pathology.”

                  —Polly Berrien Berends, author of Whole Child/Whole Parent

“Care of the Soul moved me deeply, in ways I only partially understand. It forced me to contemplate my own soul—its likes and dislikes, its particularity.”

                  —Shepherd Bliss, Yoga Journal

“This is an enthralling text. One feels good just reading it. . . . This book makes no claims to perfection; it is just a peaceful little island of good sense in a world where such a commodity is in all-too-short supply.”

                  —Richard Poliver, Bookpage

“All too seldom one encounters a book as rich and thought-provoking as Care of the Soul. . . . Like Shakespeare or the writings of Joseph Campbell, almost every page reveals a treasure.”

                  —Jerry Pope, Journeymen

“Thomas Moore is an authentic example of a new kind of therapist—a doctor of the soul—which in our century has been in short supply.”

                  —Larry Dossey, M.D., author of Meaning and Medicine and Beyond Illness
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CARE OF THE SOUL TWENTY-FIVE YEARS LATER


When I wrote Care of the Soul, I was aware that I was resurrecting an old teaching. In Plato’s moving description of Socrates’s defense, when he was accused of misleading the youth and failing to observe the proper religious rituals, the esteemed teacher says that the most important thing we can do in life is work for the well-being of our souls: “I do nothing other than urge young and old to care not just for their persons and property, but more so for the well-being of their souls.” (Apology, 30B)

If you were to read that passage from the Apology in Greek, you would see that the word used for soul is psyche, the word found in our words psychology, psychiatry, and psychotherapy. Imagine if we restored the original sense of soul to those fields, how we might deepen them and make the necessary connections between psychology and spirituality. That is just what I have tried to do as I have taught care of the soul to psychiatrists and psychologists for many years. Care of the Soul is a manifesto or leaping-off point for that work.

I live and write in New England, and I have also found inspiration from writers from this region such as Ralph Waldo Emerson and Emily Dickinson. Throughout their work you will find the word soul.

Emerson, for instance, offered the insight that the soul doesn’t develop in a straight line but in stages, like a caterpillar becoming a butterfly. Imagine your life as a series of initiations, as you go from one life-changing experience to the next. This perspective alone would take away some of the drudgery and sameness you may feel.

Dickinson said that “the soul should always stand ajar,” ready to respond to inspirations. Imagine living in such a way that you are always open to possibilities and intuitions. Again, your life would be less mechanical and predictable.

If you really want to become psychologically astute, read these writers before studying the psychologists. Add Walt Whitman to your list, the irrepressible poet who sang hymns to vitality and sensuality in his writing.

Whitman also described the soul again and again in sensual language, saying that the “body electric,” our body in all its sensuality, reveals the soul. Lovingly he describes all the body parts—the curve of the waist, the red jellies, and the bones—and concludes:


                  O I say these are not the parts and poems
of the body only, but of the soul,

                  O I say now these are the soul!



Finally, I base my work on the insights of two psychologists—in the original and proper sense of that term—C. G. Jung and James Hillman. They offer each a lifetime of work, richly rooted in the long history of writings about the soul, and they make it personal and livable and suitably complex. It’s impossible to pigeonhole either of these writers. They combine philosophy, theology, psychology, and art history into a new and unnamed field that our universities and business schools desperately need.

For me Care of the Soul was not intended as an easy, quick guide to solving life’s problems but the start of a deep exploration of the soul, which I find largely ignored today by individuals and the society at large. If we neglect our souls, we lose both our humanity and our individuality and risk becoming more like our machines and more absorbed into a crowd mentality. When we do notice the condition of our souls and do something positive, life problems ease and sometimes go away.

I thought I was writing as a serious practical philosopher, someone in love with wisdom, who believed in the power of subtle ideas to make life more effective and satisfying. From the comments I’ve heard over twenty years, I think most readers took me that way, as a serious writer, a theologian exploring the deeply mysterious aspects of human life.

I think of self-help as superficial advice-giving. When I notice a book of mine in a self-help section of a bookstore, I think of all the hours I spent translating ancient texts from Latin and Greek, hunting for a thin slice of wisdom or a single insight. I recall the many times I have read the complicated eighteen volumes of Jung and listened intently during conversations with my old friend Hillman, as we tried to work out some subtle knot in human feeling or behavior.

When I write, I go for insights rather than explanations. To me, it takes time, reflection, and work to arrive at a fresh insight. On paper these insights may not look like much, but I find technical and research writing fairly useless when they fail to offer insight. I say all this to help the reader read this book differently than he or she might handle a typical modern work of psychology. Don’t search for proofs; look for insight.

It was said that Socrates didn’t have students, but only friends and companions. That is my ideal. Early on I was encouraged to create training programs, but I felt that to be true to soul, I should keep the friendship model. You can do the same. You don’t have to treat everyone you meet as a literal friend, but you can bring the spirit of friendship into all your relationships—at work, in the extended family, and among neighbors. You will be following the example of the great teacher of soul, Socrates, and doing something concrete to introduce soul into your life.

To repeat, I’m not saying that every time we encounter a person in business or health we should try to be a real friend. I’m suggesting the spirit of friendship in small quantities, just enough to transform the interaction into one that is more human and less mechanical.

Interestingly, one word for care that Plato put into Socrates’s mouth was the Greek therapeia, which means either “care” or “service.” Socrates says that it’s like the care you’d give a horse on a farm: you feed it, brush it down, exercise it, give it water, and clean its stall. That’s the model for therapy of the soul. It’s an everyday attention to specific needs, not a cure or repair after things have fallen apart.

I have been a therapist in the Plato/Socrates style for well over thirty years, and I have considerable devotion to the idea. I think all of us could benefit from this kind of therapy at some time in our lives. But I also see it happening outside any formal arrangement. Any time you are caring for your soul, you are being the therapist to yourself. The word psychotherapy consists of two Greek words: psyche (soul) and therapy (care). By definition, psychotherapy is care of the soul. When you serve your soul, you are being therapeutic in this deep, Platonic sense.

Today, when I lecture about care of the soul—and I still give talks and courses directly from the book—I often list certain things that the soul needs: a sense of home, deep friendship and casual friendliness, a poetic and metaphorical appreciation for words and images, attention to night dreams, the fine arts, an intimate relationship with the natural world, acquaintance with animals, memory in the form of storytelling or keeping old buildings and objects that have meaning. We can do many more things to care for the soul such as reconciling our sexuality and spirituality, caring for children, finding work that we love, incorporating play and fun in everything we do, dealing effectively with loss and failure and inadequacies. The shadow is an important aspect of the soul.

I continue to accent the difference between soul and spirit, another ancient idea but one that I learned most clearly from James Hillman. Spirit directs your attention to the cosmos and the planet, to huge ideas and vast adventures, to prayer and meditation and other spiritual practices, to a worldview and philosophy of life. Spirit expands your heart and mind, gives you vision and courage, and eventually leaves you with a strong sense of meaning and purpose.

Soul is more intimate, deep, and concrete. You care for your soul by keeping up your house, learning how to cook, playing sports or games, being around children, getting to know and love the region where you live. Soul allows you to become attached to the world, which is kind of love. When the soul stirs, you feel things, both love and anger, and you have strong desires and even fears. You live life fully, instead of skirting it with intellectualism or excessive moralistic worries.

In the best situations it isn’t easy to distinguish soul from spirit because both play important roles in everything we do. But making the distinction gives the deep soul its due. Spirit inspires, while soul delves deep into the complexities of an issue. Spirit likes to have a planning meeting; soul likes to have a long and deep conversation. Spirit sets goals; soul plods along, going deeper all the way. Spirit prefers detachment, while the soul sinks into its attachments to places, people, and home. The two dimensions are both important and valuable. You don’t need to balance them, because balance is too perfect, a spirit idea in the first place. It’s enough to give to each what it wants and needs in the moment.

Caring for Your Soul Can Be Challenging

Often the needs of the soul go against the easy flow of life or the comfort of the person and the people around him. A woman may have a marriage and family that in many ways she cherishes, and yet she discovers that her soul needs a divorce. A man may have spent years developing his career with many sacrifices and much effort and then learn that his soul needs an entirely different job. I’ve known men and women mature in their years who discover that their sexual needs are worthy of their attention, after a lifetime believing that sex should be either tightly controlled or ignored.

Once you decide to care for your soul, you may be heading toward upsetting changes and upheavals. Creating a more soulful life can take a long time, especially when the soul has been ignored or suppressed for many years. Yet, once you discover that you have a soul and that nothing is more precious, you may willingly remain in an unsettled state of transformation in spite of temptations to pull out. Life may never be the same again, because the needs of life and those of the soul don’t always coincide.

Another difference between getting life in order and caring for your soul is that we usually like to keep life stable, while the soul is dynamic. It seems always to be ushering in new forms of vitality. You sense this deep energy in new desires and old longings that you’ve never fully satisfied.

I have known several professional women who were good at their jobs in the health field and yet struck me as being somewhat superficial in their way of working. Yet there was the slightest indication of being dissatisfied, which I took as a potential opening toward a more soulful life. Each of them wanted to start therapy with me, and I could see the different ways in which one person might resist the change that I felt was promising, while another would just let go and let change happen. In one, the soul was like a faint light that could grow brighter, and in another the soul was in the forefront ready to transform her existence. In every case, however, the process was unsettling and even threatening. When the soul moves, important structures of life may topple.

I don’t have to educate a person in the nature and ways of the soul. Once I mention the word and talk about it briefly, people recognize what they already know. They even know intuitively that nothing is more important and that they have a tendency to ignore it. This has been an unexpected discovery for me since the publication of Care of the Soul: I don’t have to teach; I have to remind.

When you encounter a person who has a soul, you sense that he or she has really lived and is complicated and deep. Individuality and character, the feeling of being made of real stuff and a degree of lovability all signal the presence of soul. I often tell my psychiatrist students, “If you meet a person of stellar intellect and achievement, you may admire him, but you may not have dinner with him.” Wanting to share a meal is a sign of soul.

But how do you foster these subtle and indefinable qualities? How do you help a person develop soul, when it is so difficult to pin down? How do you make a soulful life for yourself? How do you do therapy when the goal isn’t necessarily a smooth-functioning life but character and personality, lovability and appreciation for the beautiful and the meaningful?

You have to depart from current values of social adjustment, perfect health, and visible success. You focus instead on the more ordinary and intimate matters of marriage, children, home, personal history, and nature. You try to shed the modern tendency toward facts and literal understanding and become more poetic, interested in story and open to metaphor. You make your effort to be more human rather than perfect and right. You talk long into the night, enjoying insights, rather than taking a course to acquire more information. Care of the soul has its own methods that tend to be intimate, ordinary, and deeply felt.

Anima Mundi, The Soul of the World

Some people hear the word soul and think me. For them soul is a deeper version of a self. But there is a paradox at work here: soul is deeper, less known, and more autonomous than the self. And yet, that deep well we sense inside us is also a rich source of identity. A person with soul is a true individual, but that individuality pours out of a deep place that the person doesn’t fully know or understand. A soulful person trusts his intuitions and other forms of inner guidance, knowing that a stronger sense of self abides there.

Throughout the history of the soul we also hear about a larger soul of which ours is a part. Start with family, which has its own soul, and a marriage, a neighborhood, a region, a nation. You could talk about the soul of the planet and even the soul of the universe. The ancients who wrote in Latin called it anima mundi, the soul of the world.

Understandably, when people hear of soul, they want to know about the state of their soul first. Will it help me feel better about my life? But to fully grasp the implications for your own soul, you have to make the big leap from in here to out there. You have to think about the souls of other people and the soul of the planet and universe. Paradoxically, to fully feed your soul, you have to take care of the large soul. The only way to nurture your life is to reach out beyond it.

Many people begin the process of seeing the greater soul by thinking of their children’s souls. Parents frequently ask me how to care for the souls of their kids. The main lesson I give is to allow the child to grow up as an individual. Don’t put too much of your own expectation, values, and experiences on to them. Let children be children. The mushrooming of their personalities will be a sign that their soul is ripening well and will soon bloom. Other recommendations are fairly obvious: time for play, expressions of love, varied experiences, time in nature, being with other children, helping them develop their own spiritualities. These are all matters of soul and can be fostered.

If you read writers of the distant past on anima mundi, you get more abstract philosophy than a livable set of ideas. I learned mainly from James Hillman and Robert Sardello to see the soul of the world in particular objects and situations. For example, a house may have a palpable soul if it is beautiful in some ways, has a personality and presence, has a visible history, shows interest beyond functionality, and has a degree of complexity. You can love such a house and miss it when you’re away or if it’s torn down. This kind of love is a sign that soul is present.

As with people, you may discover the soul of an object through your relationship with it. You find out if it has any depth and if you can work up some real feeling for it. A few weeks after my mother died, my father came to me and handed me something small. “Here it is,” he said without any introduction. “I want you to have it.” “It” was her wedding ring that she wore every day for over sixty-four years. Do you think that ring had any power of soul in it? Eventually I gave it to my daughter, who was unusually close to her grandmother.

Some objects seem to be full of soul because they symbolize something precious, like the ring that was such an intimate part of my mother’s marriage. Other objects might be associated with memories: an electric drill my father used, a round oak table my grandmother gave me, boxes and cards that my artist wife gave me over the years.

I like to think that we can give soul to things by making them by hand, with positive intentions and taking care to make them beautiful. I once made a wood wardrobe for my daughter when she was a child, and now she still uses it and carts it from place to place when she moves. We could even ensoul things that we make in factories and for big business, if we kept deep values of beauty, tradition, and spirituality in mind.

The Soul of Medicine

Just a few weeks after publishing Care of the Soul I got a call from a cancer center a thousand miles from me, asking if I’d come and speak to the staff. It was my first indication that my work had something to offer to medicine. I went to that oncology center and discovered that many doctors and nurses hadn’t worked out how to deal with the deaths of their patients and were also angry and frustrated to know that many patients were resorting to “alternative” healing methods that were not approved by the medical establishment. Talking through these issues and applying the principle of care of the soul seemed to help.

Soon afterward, I was invited to speak at a medical conference at Sloan-Kettering in New York, and then, over the years, to many conferences and centers, including NYU Cancer Center and the Mayo Clinic in Minnesota. I became interested in helping healthcare workers develop a solid caring attitude toward themselves and to regard their patients as whole persons—body, soul, and spirit. I also explored ways to bring soul to the physical environment of hospitals and medical offices. I was able to apply many fruitful ideas from my studies at Syracuse University in Renaissance healing arts.

To get more soul into the healing environment of a medical center I recommend learning from churches and temples how to make an entrance that serves to initiate patients and families out of the ordinary world into a special healing place. Thick, tall doors and images that suggest gradual approach and entry, or gargoyles to offer challenge, or winding paths—any of these simple devices would help guide a person into a place of healing. Then, because healing is so primal, I suggest big rocks, flowing water, impressive textiles, raw wood, iron and other metals well placed and strongly felt. I found all of these elements in a few unusual hospitals, and the effect was what I expected. You could feel the atmosphere of healing in them.

Thoughtful sound design that includes elements designed for peace and quiet are appropriate for healing, and traditional images of healers can transform the space from functional to spiritually rich. In my own therapy room I have images of Jesus, Buddha, Asklepios, Virgin Mary, Artemis, Quan Yin, and Zen Buddhism. I’m not just trying to be inclusive but to draw on any spiritual tradition I know and love that offers insight into healing.

Psychotherapy as Care of the Soul

In the twenty-five years since the appearance of Care of the Soul I have been offering private consultations that I refer to as “psychotherapy,” but I mean it in the Platonic sense—service to or care of the soul. The main difference between psychotherapy in the usual sense and mine is the emphasis on matters of soul rather than managing a person’s life and resolving problems and emotional tensions. It isn’t that I don’t want to help a person navigate the knots we all get into in relationships, dealing with past trauma, and finding purpose. It’s more that I want to honor what is presented and let it offer the potential good it holds. I don’t want to be a problem-solver of emotions.

By definition my job is to bring a constant and sensitive intelligence to wounds of the soul and various blockages it runs into. I focus on depth of soul rather than the surface of life, though the soul usually shows itself in ordinary situations. People also tend to neglect their souls until some problem emerges, like a difficulty in marriage or emotional urgency like depression or jealousy or loss.

I begin by having the intention to care for a person’s soul rather than simply solve problems. I notice how a person’s deep soul may be moving in a certain direction, asking for certain kinds of attention, while the person’s conscious and heroic mind moves toward different goals. Commonly, a person might feel sad and wish for a taste of happiness. Clearly, the deep soul has reason to be sad, and instead of looking for routes to happiness, I explore the needs of the soul to be sad. Finding the reasons for the deep soul sadness might eventually lead to a happier life, but maybe not. In the end the sadness may be incurable but made more livable.

This is where James Hillman’s important teaching on the many-sided nature of the psyche, what he calls “psychological polytheism,” comes into play. You may discover the basis for an unshakable sadness and for that reason feel that you can acknowledge it and contain it, while living a generally happy life.

I try not to be obsessed with finding the cause of a person’s suffering. That can turn into a mental hunt that becomes far too heroic. Instead, I rely on relaxed storytelling in an atmosphere of acceptance and appreciation. I listen carefully and almost always find myself loving the person’s soul as it tries to be revealed. At the same time I feel empathy for the struggles people are going through as they feel their lives and hearts torn apart in their soul’s birth.

It’s my job to empathize with the painful work ahead, but I feel no need myself to do this work with anyone. If they leave early in the process, I figure they will find another way. In the same fashion, I don’t think about ending and closure. The work keeps going on in various forms. If clients decide to end this form of therapy, I don’t want to make a big thing of it but rather show with my support for their decision that there is no end to care of the soul. Therapy in the larger sense goes on. This is where a spiritual point of view, free of ego needs and similar to the detachment of the Zen master, plays a role.

We all tend to think about ourselves through the filters of our complexes. If you are desperate to feel free and unfettered, the way you describe your situation will be colored, often quite thoroughly, by that complex. Usually I can glimpse the complexes at work through the stories and the way a person presents himself, but the best and clearest manifestation is in dreams. I rely on dreams for direction and signs of just where the person is at the moment. Some people in therapy with me see the work as dream work applied to daily life. My approach is largely a matter of hearing underlying narratives and images in the stories people tell, linking these subterranean themes to the themes that appear in the dreams.

A common example is the theme of construction. As the person tells stories of childhood and earlier experiences, I may notice that they are trying to create a different way of life. It could be a new career, a new way of relating, or a different sense of self. They are trying to construct a life and a personality. In the dreams I may see houses being built. This person may not have come to me for help in constructing a new life. He may have come complaining of depression or lack of purpose. If I focus on lightening the depression—a bad idea for many reasons—I may overlook the precise needs of the soul. The dreams don’t indicate depression. They show the need for construction and renewal.

I often see a contrast between conscious intention and wish on the one hand, and the deeper movement of the soul on the other. I acknowledge the conscious desire but focus on indications from the soul. This is psychotherapy as care of the soul, not trying to make life better.

Spirituality with Soul

A person’s religious and spiritual background, or lack of it, is rich material for the soul work. Spiritual health and well-being are as important as physical and emotional health, and very often conflicts in the soul play out in a person’s religious and spiritual practice. Spiritual emotions can be deeply disturbing: anxiety about meaning, guilt, fear of death, concern about afterlife, existential loneliness, and uncertainty. As a therapist, I see these matters of a piece with the deeper soul issues, and I practice the kind of therapy that quite naturally deals with spiritual issues as well as problems in love, money, work, family, and sexuality.

In my doctoral studies at Syracuse University I redefined religion for myself. I see profound value in the many structures and traditions, but the essence of religious experience is our recognition of the infinite mysteries that abound in life like those surrounding love, death, illness, meaning, work, and home. This vision opens up into a way of life based on a sensitive ethical response to the world. Respect for the mysterious is, to me, the heart of religion.

Because of this different use of the word religion, my work is sometimes misunderstood. People hear the word religion and think: creed, organization, dogma, moral persuasion. I hear the same word and think: depth of meaning and heartfelt expression. It’s clear to me that the era of competition among the formal religions is over. Now we have to honor their uniqueness while deriving as much insight and inspiration possible from them for ourselves and our communities. I’d like to see the churches and temples filled once again, now not with members necessarily, but with people seeking spiritual direction and nurturance. The traditions are precious resources for our individual spiritual lives.

This more subtle and complex approach to religion blends soul and spirit in a creative way. Ritual, images, an emphasis on story, a community of real individuals, solidarity with global concerns—these themes can give spiritual practice the depth that soul offers. If the very notion of spirituality seems too vague and weightless, this new and deep appreciation for the elements of religion, freed from worry about belonging to an organization, could restore a much needed religious sensibility in society.

Soul Care

When I was doing my doctoral studies in religion at Syracuse University in the 1970s, I came across a book that changed my thinking about many things. It was a scholarly book by a group of art historians about a single engraving by Albrecht Dürer called Melancholia II. It focused on a portrait of the spirit of Saturn, an old man figure who embodied both depression and artistic genius. It was the beginning of my lifelong attempt to find the good in our painful emotions.

A few years later I met James Hillman and had many discussions with him about depression. He liked to say that an extremely extraverted society like ours naturally finds interiority in a depressive mood, and he also said that there are significant places in imagination that we can reach only in depression. That was his way of finding value in a “negative” mood.

Let me provide a list of principles that I follow as I practice psychotherapy as care of the soul and that could help anyone live a more soulful life.


1.    Serve the soul rather than the surface needs of life. If your soul is suffering neglect, you will have symptoms. You may feel depressed and your relationships may be hurting. Know the difference between caring for your soul and managing your life.

2.    Your symptoms are the raw material for your soul-making. If you are having emotional problems, don’t automatically just try to get rid of them. Look at them closely to see what your soul needs. Symptoms are painful and in need of tending and refining, but they contain the essence of what you are looking for.

3.    Don’t take anything literally but always look deeper. For example, if you drink too much, what is your soul looking for in the alcohol? If you eat too much, what part of your soul is in need of nourishing? Think poetically and never respond on a surface level.

4.    Take time for reflection and conversation. Don’t be quick to make decisions and go into action. You don’t want to be passive, but thoughtful. Words can heal.

5.    Seek another point of view from someone you trust. Consider that your interpretation of what is happening may well be filtered by your own complexes, your confused emotions and the stories you tell to protect you from life. Always have a “therapeutic” resource available—therapeutic meaning healing or good for your soul.



When Care of the Soul came out, many readers told me how helpful it was for them to consider some positive aspects of being depressed. Some complained that I was referring to generic and mild feelings of sadness, but others told me that they were indeed clinically depressed and had read my book while hospitalized for depression. They said it didn’t take away their depression but gave it meaning, and that offered considerable relief.

I recommend that we reserve the word depression for the clinical, medical if you like, affliction, and use more ordinary and more precise words for other experiences such as sadness, hopelessness, discouragement, and loss of meaning. These are sicknesses of the soul that we can treat with soulful methods.

If you have chronic anger, explore your life history to find times when your anger was justified but not expressed well. Then, instead, of just venting your anger, weave its strength and power into your daily life.

Thus, there are at least two ways to care for your soul: Discover moments in the past when your soul got stuck on a particular issue, and try to work it through. A second way is to find those activities and resources that will nourish your soul in the present: craft, art, play, friends, animals, travel, gardening, service . . .

All of this is therapy the way Socrates used the word: it keeps your soul healthy and vital, and that is the best way to prevent soul sicknesses like depression and frustration. Every day you have choices. You can do things that wound your soul, like being dominated by the work ethic or compulsively seeking more money and possessions, or you can be around people who give you pleasure and do things that satisfy a desire deep inside you. Make this soul care a way of life, and you may discover what the Greeks called eudaimonia—a good spirit, or, in the deepest sense, happiness.





CARE OF THE SOUL



               I am certain of nothing but the holiness of the Heart’s affections and the truth of the Imagination.

JOHN KEATS





      CHAPTER 1

              Honoring Symptoms as a Voice of the Soul


Once a week people in the thousands show up for their regular appointment with a therapist. They bring problems they have talked about many times before, problems that cause them intense emotional pain and make their lives miserable. Depending on the kind of therapy employed, the problems will be analyzed, referred back to childhood and parents, or attributed to some key factor such as the failure to express anger, alcohol in the family, or childhood abuse. Whatever the approach, the aim will be health or happiness achieved by the removal of these central problems.

Care of the soul is a fundamentally different way of regarding daily life and the quest for happiness. The emphasis may not be on problems at all. One person might care for the soul by buying or renting a good piece of land, another by selecting an appropriate school or program of study, another by painting his house or his bedroom. Care of the soul is a continuous process that concerns itself not so much with “fixing” a central flaw as with attending to the small details of everyday life, as well as to major decisions and changes.

Care of the soul may not focus on the personality or on relationships at all, and therefore it is not psychological in the usual sense. Tending the things around us and becoming sensitive to the importance of home, daily schedule, and maybe even the clothes we wear, are ways of caring for the soul. When Marsilio Ficino wrote his self-help book, The Book of Life, five hundred years ago, he placed emphasis on carefully choosing colors, spices, oils, places to walk, countries to visit—all very concrete decisions of everyday life that day by day either support or disturb the soul. We think of the psyche, if we think about it at all, as a cousin to the brain and therefore something essentially internal. But ancient psychologists taught that our own souls are inseparable from the world’s soul, and that both are found in all the many things that make up nature and culture.

So, the first point to make about care of the soul is that it is not primarily a method of problem solving. Its goal is not to make life problem-free, but to give ordinary life the depth and value that come with soulfulness. In a way it is much more of a challenge than psychotherapy because it has to do with cultivating a richly expressive and meaningful life at home and in society. It is also a challenge because it requires imagination from each of us. In therapy we lay our problems at the feet of a professional who is supposedly trained to solve them for us. In care of the soul, we ourselves have both the task and the pleasure of organizing and shaping our lives for the good of the soul.

Getting to Know the Soul

Let us begin by looking at this phrase I have been using, “care of the soul.” The word care implies a way of responding to expressions of the soul that is not heroic and muscular. Care is what a nurse does, and “nurse” happens to be one of the early meanings of the Greek word therapeia, or therapy. We’ll see that care of the soul is in many ways a return to early notions of what therapy is. Cura, the Latin word used originally in “care of the soul,” means several things: attention, devotion, husbandry, adorning the body, healing, managing, being anxious for, and worshiping the gods. It might be a good idea to keep all these meanings in mind as we try to see as concretely as possible how we might make the shift from psychotherapy as we know it today to care of the soul.

“Soul” is not a thing, but a quality or a dimension of experiencing life and ourselves. It has to do with depth, value, relatedness, heart, and personal substance. I do not use the word here as an object of religious belief or as something to do with immortality. When we say that someone or something has soul, we know what we mean, but it is difficult to specify exactly what that meaning is.

Care of the soul begins with observance of how the soul manifests itself and how it operates. We can’t care for the soul unless we are familiar with its ways. Observance is a word from ritual and religion. It means to watch out for but also to keep and honor, as in the observance of a holiday. The -serv- in observance originally referred to tending sheep. Observing the soul, we keep an eye on its sheep, on whatever is wandering and grazing—the latest addiction, a striking dream, or a troubling mood.

This definition of caring for the soul is minimalist. It has to do with modest care and not miraculous cure. But my cautious definition has practical implications for the way we deal with ourselves and with one another. For example, if I see my responsibility to myself, to a friend, or to a patient in therapy as observing and respecting what the soul presents, I won’t try to take things away in the name of health. It’s remarkable how often people think they will be better off without the things that bother them. “I need to get rid of this tendency of mine,” a person will say. “Help me get rid of these feelings of inferiority and my smoking and my bad marriage.” If, as a therapist, I did what I was told, I’d be taking things away from people all day long. But I don’t try to eradicate problems. I try not to imagine my role to be that of exterminator. Rather, I try to give what is problematical back to the person in a way that shows its necessity, even its value.

When people observe the ways in which the soul is manifesting itself, they are enriched rather than impoverished. They receive back what is theirs, the very thing they have assumed to be so horrible that it should be cut out and tossed away. When you regard the soul with an open mind, you begin to find the messages that lie within the illness, the corrections that can be found in remorse and other uncomfortable feelings, and the necessary changes requested by depression and anxiety.

Let me give some examples of how we might enrich rather than deprive ourselves in the name of emotional well-being.

A thirty-year-old woman comes to me for therapy and confesses, “I have a terrible time in relationships because I become too dependent. Help me be less dependent.”

I am being asked to take some soul stuff away. I should go to my toolbox and take out a scalpel, extractor, and suction pump. Instead, on the principle of observance, and not inclined in any case to this kind of pilfering, I ask, “What is it you find difficult about dependence?”

“It makes me feel powerless. Besides, it isn’t good to be too dependent. I should be my own person.”

“How do you know when your dependency is too much?” I reply, still trying to speak for the soul’s expression of dependency.

“When I don’t feel good about myself.”

“I wonder,” I continue in the same direction, “if you could find a way to be dependent without feeling disempowered? After all, we all depend on each other every minute of the day.”

And so the talk continues. The woman admits she has always simply assumed that independence is good and dependence bad. I notice from the conversation that despite all her enthusiasm for independence, she doesn’t seem to enjoy much of it in her life. She is identified with the dependency and sees liberation on the other side. She has also unconsciously bought into the prevailing notion that independence is healthy and that we should correct the soul when it shows some desire for dependence.

This woman is asking me to help her get rid of the dependent face of her soul. But that would be a move against her soul. The fact that her dependency is making itself felt doesn’t mean it should be bludgeoned or surgically removed; it may be asserting itself because it needs attention. Her heroic championing of independence might be a way of avoiding and repressing the strong need of something in her to be dependent. I try offering some words of dependence that don’t have the connotations of wimpiness that seem to bother her.

“Don’t you want to be attached to people, learn from them, get close, rely on friendship, get advice from someone you respect, be part of a community where people need each other, find intimacy with someone that is so delicious you can’t live without it?”

“Of course,” she says. “Is that dependence?”

“It sounds like it to me,” I reply, “and like everything else, you can’t have it without its shadows: its neediness, inferiority, submission and loss of control.”

I had the feeling this woman, as seems often to be the case, was avoiding intimacy and friendship by focusing these qualities into a caricature of excessive dependency. At times we live these caricatures, thinking we are being masochistically dependent, when what we actually are doing is avoiding deep involvement with people, society, and life in general.

Observing what the soul is doing and hearing what it is saying is a way of “going with the symptom.” The temptation is to compensate, to be drawn toward the opposite of what is presented. A person fully identified with dependency thinks that health and happiness lie in the achievement of independence. But that move into opposites is deceptive. Oddly, it keeps the person in the same problem, only from the opposite side. The wish for independence maintains the split. A homeopathic move, going with what is presented rather than against it, is to learn how to be dependent in a way that is satisfying and not so extreme as to split dependence off from independence.

Another way of disowning the soul is merely to dip your toes in the sea of fate. A man came to me depressed and completely dissatisfied with his job. He had been working in a manufacturing shop for ten years, and all that time he planned his escape. He was going to go to school and enter a profession that he liked. But while he planned and kept his mind continually on his escape, his work in the shop suffered. Years went by and he was always dissatisfied, hating his job and wishing for the promised land of his ambitions.

“Have you ever thought,” I asked him one day, “of being where you are, of entering fully this job that you’re putting your time and energy into?”

“It’s not worth it,” he said. “It’s beneath me. A robot could do it better.”

“But you do it every day,” I observed. “And you do it badly, and you feel bad about yourself for doing it badly.”

“You’re saying,” he said incredulously, “that I should go to this stupid job as if my heart were in it?”

“You’re in it, aren’t you?”

He came back in a week to say that something had changed in him as he began to take his “stupid” job more seriously. It seemed that by entering his fate and emotions he might begin to taste his life and possibly find a way through his experience and into his ambitions. The sheep of his work fantasies had been wandering everywhere but in the shop. He had been living an alienated and divided life.

Observance of the soul can be deceptively simple. You take back what has been disowned. You work with what is, rather than with what you wish were there. In his poem “Notes Toward a Supreme Fiction” the poet Wallace Stevens wrote, “Perhaps the truth depends on a walk around a lake.” Therapy sometimes emphasizes change so strongly that people often neglect their own natures and are tantalized by images of some ideal normality and health that may always be out of reach. In “Reply to Papini,” Stevens put the matter more broadly, in lines that James Hillman has taken as a motto for his psychology. “The way through the world is more difficult to find than the way beyond it.”

Renaissance philosophers often said that it is the soul that makes us human. We can turn that idea round and note that it is when we are most human that we have greatest access to soul. And yet modern psychology, perhaps because of its links to medicine, is often seen as a way of being saved from the very messes that most deeply mark human life as human. We want to sidestep negative moods and emotion, bad life choices and unhealthy habits. But if our purpose is first to observe the soul as it is, then we may have to discard the salvational wish and find deeper respect for what is actually there. By trying to avoid human mistakes and failures, we move beyond the reach of soul.

Sometimes, of course, it can be difficult to honor the soul’s dramatic ways of expressing itself. An intelligent and talented young woman once came to me with the complaint that she was having trouble with food. She was embarrassed to bring up this symptom that had been at the center of her life for three years. She would eat almost nothing for a few days, then she would gorge and throw up. The cycle was completely out of her control, and it seemed that it would never end.

How do we observe these rites of the soul that are painful and even life-threatening? Does it make sense to give a place to horrible symptoms and hopeless compulsions? Is there any necessity in these extreme states that are beyond all rational control? When I hear a story like this and see a person so distressed, I have to examine carefully my own capacity for observance. Am I repulsed? Do I feel a savior figure rising up in me who will do anything to save this woman from her torment? Or can I understand that even these extraordinary symptoms are the myths, rituals, and poetry of a life?

The basic intention in any caring, physical or psychological, is to alleviate suffering. But in relation to the symptom itself, observance means first of all listening and looking carefully at what is being revealed in the suffering. An intent to heal can get in the way of seeing. By doing less, more is accomplished. Observance is homeopathic in its workings rather than allopathic, in the paradoxical way that it befriends a problem rather than making an enemy of it. A Taoist tone colors this care without heroics. The Tạo Te Ching says (ch. 64), “He brings men back to what they have lost. He helps the ten thousand things find their own nature, but refrains from action.” This is a perfect description of one who cares for the soul.

It is not easy to observe closely, to take the time and to make the subtle moves that allow the soul to reveal itself further. You have to rely on every bit of learning, every scrap of sense, and all kinds of reading, in order to bring intelligence and imagination to the work. Yet at the same time, this action-through-nonaction has to be simple, flexible, and receptive. Intelligence and education bring you to the edge, where your mind and its purposes are empty. Many religious rites begin with washing of the hands or a sprinkling of water to symbolize the cleansing of intention and the washing away of thoughts and purposes. In our soul work we could use rites like these, anything that would cleanse our minds of their well-intentioned heroism.

The soul of this young woman was portraying its current myth through the imagery of food. Over several weeks we talked about the place of food in her life, in the past and in the present. She talked about her discomfort in the presence of her parents. She wanted to wander around the world. She hated the idea of being home, and yet she was forced for economic reasons to live with her parents. She also had memories of a brother touching her immodestly once, just for a second. She hadn’t been abused, but she was extremely sensitive about her body. Our conversations led to the mixed feelings she had about being a woman.

Then one day she brought me a dream that I thought captured the mystery that was at the heart of her problem. A group of elderly women were preparing a feast outdoors. They were stewing a great variety of food in huge pots over fires. The dreamer was invited to join the cooking and become one of the women. She bristled at first—she didn’t want to be identified with those old gray women in peasant black dresses—but finally joined them.

The dream presented this woman with what she was most afraid of: her primordial femininity. Although she enjoyed her long blond hair and her girlfriends, she profoundly hated having periods and living with the possibility of one day bearing a child. The dream, which I took as promising, assumed the form of a primitive initiation into a mystery closely related to her symptoms. And it seemed to present her with a solution: become acquainted with the ancient and profound roots of womanhood and discover finally how truly to nourish yourself.

Even though it took place in sleep, the dream was an effective ritual. Our role was not to interpret the various figures, but to appreciate the significance and importance of the rites. Why would this woman feel so anxious about a crowd of old women standing over great pots of stew? As we talked over her fears about the women and their actions, certain themes in the dreamer’s life came to light, such as specific thoughts about her body that disturbed her, and particular women in her family she wanted nothing to do with. She talked about her father’s affection for her and her mixed feelings about him. It wasn’t so much that the dream had a particular meaning that explained her symptoms, but that it generated deeply felt thoughts and memories, all related to the food problems. The dream helped us to feel her drama more intensely and to imagine it more precisely.

To feel and imagine may not sound like much. But in care of the soul there is trust that nature heals, that much can be accomplished by not-doing. The assumption is that being follows imagination. If we can see the story we are in when we fall into our various compulsive behaviors and moods, then we might know how to move through them more freely and with less distress.

What the great sixteenth-century physician, Paracelsus, said about healing applies to care of the soul: “The physician is only the servant of nature, not her master. Therefore, it behooves medicine to follow the will of nature.” In caring for the soul, we imagine that even as troublesome a symptom as bulimia has its own will and that “curing” in some way means following that will.

Observance has considerable power. If you observe Christmas, for instance, you will be affected by that special season precisely because of your observance. The mood and spirit of the time will touch your heart, and over time, regular observance may come to affect you deeply. Or if you are a pallbearer at a funeral, if you sprinkle dirt or holy water at the grave, your observance places you deep within the experience of burial and death. You may remember that moment vividly for years. You may dream about it for the rest of your life. Simple gestures, taking place on the surface of life, can be of central importance to the soul.

Modern interventional therapy sometimes tries to solve specific problems and can therefore be carried out on a short-term basis. But care of the soul never ends. The alchemists of the Middle Ages seem to have recognized this fact, since they taught their students that every ending is a beginning. All work on the soul takes the form of a circle, a rotatio. People in therapy often say to me, “Aren’t you tired of hearing the same things over and over again?” “No,” I respond. “I’m quite happy with the old stuff.” I keep in mind the alchemical circulatio. The life of the soul, as the structure of dreams reveals, is a continual going over and over of the material of life.

In memory we never tire of reflecting on the same events. I spent many summers in my childhood on a farm with an uncle who told stories endlessly. This, I now see, was his method of working the raw material of his life, his way of turning his experience round and round in the rotation that stories provide. Out of that incessant storytelling I know he found added depths of meaning. Storytelling is an excellent way of caring for the soul. It helps us see the themes that circle in our lives, the deep themes that tell the myths we live. It would take only a slight shift in emphasis in therapy to focus on the storytelling itself rather than on its interpretation.

Learning to Love the Soul

One of the crucial things I have learned from my apprenticeship to James Hillman, the founder of archetypal psychology, is to nurture my curiosity about the ways of the psyche. He claims that a psychologist ought to be a “naturalist of the psyche.” The professional should always be “in the field,” as Hillman himself is without respite. In this sense a psychologist is someone who, like a botanist, is unusually preoccupied with nature, human nature. If this is true in professional psychology, it is also true in the care of soul that any of us can cultivate. This kind of care begins in deep curiosity about the ways the psyche shows itself, in others and in oneself.

Freud’s The Interpretation of Dreams is largely this kind of psychologizing. He analyzes his own dreams and arrives at theory from his self-analysis. He writes as though he is intensely interested in the ways of his own soul. He tells stories and dreams, not unlike my uncle, whose stories also condensed into a theory about life. We could all be a Freud to our own experiences. Taking an interest in the soul is a way of loving it. The ultimate cure, as many ancient and modern psychologies of depth have asserted, comes from love and not from logic. Understanding doesn’t take us very far in this work, but love, expressed in patient and careful attention, draws the soul in from its dispersion in problems and fascinations. It has often been noted that most, if not all, problems brought to therapists are issues of love. It makes sense then that the cure is also love.

Taking an interest in one’s own soul requires a certain amount of space for reflection and appreciation. Ordinarily we are so identified with movements of the psyche that we can’t stand back and take a good look at them. A little distance allows us to see the dynamics among the many elements that make up the life of the soul. By becoming interested in these phenomena, we begin to see our own complexity. Usually we feel that complexity as it hits us unawares from outside, in a multitude of problems and in confusion. If we knew the soul better, we might be ready for the conflicts of life. I often have the sense, when someone tells me anxiously about some knot they find themselves in, that what they perceive as an impossible and painful situation calling for professional intervention is simply the complexity of human life once again manifesting itself. Most of us bring to everyday life a somewhat naive psychological attitude in our expectations that our lives and relationships will be simple. Love of the soul asks for some appreciation for its complexity.

Often care of the soul means not taking sides when there is a conflict at a deep level. It may be necessary to stretch the heart wide enough to embrace contradiction and paradox.

A man in his fifties came to me once and told me with considerable embarrassment that he had fallen in love.

“I feel stupid,” he said, “like an adolescent.”

I hear this often, that love arouses the adolescent. Anyone familiar with the history of art and literature knows that from the Greeks on down love has been portrayed as an untamable teenager.

“Oh, you have something against this adolescent?”

“Am I ever going to grow up?” he asked in frustration.

“Maybe not,” I said. “Maybe there are things in you that will never grow up, maybe they shouldn’t grow up. Doesn’t this sudden influx of adolescence make you feel young, energetic and full of life?”

“Yes,” he said, “and also silly, immature, confused and crazy.”

“But that’s adolescence,” I responded. “It sounds to me like the Old Man in you is berating the Youth. Why make being a grownup the supreme value? Or, maybe I should ask, who in you is claiming that maturity is so important? It’s that Old Man, isn’t it?”

I wanted to speak for the figure who was being judged and attacked. This man had to find enough space in him to allow both the Old Man and the Youth to have a place, to speak to each other and over time, maybe over his entire lifetime, to work out some degree of reconciliation. It takes more than a lifetime to resolve such conflicts. In fact, the conflict itself is creative and perhaps should never be healed. By giving each figure its voice, we let the soul speak and show itself as it is, not as we wish it would be. By defending the adolescent, being careful not to take sides against the mature figure, I showed my interest in his soul, and the man had an opportunity to find a way to contain this archetypal conflict of youth and age, maturity and immaturity. In the course of such a debate the soul becomes more complex and spacious.

A Taste for the Perverse

One effective “trick” in caring for the soul is to look with special attention and openness at what the individual rejects, and then to speak favorably for that rejected element.
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