
Care of the Soul:  Created in the Image and Likeness of God 
Romans 12:1-12 

Rev. Shonagh Taruza 
January 2, 2022 

 
This morning we are launching our brand-new sermon series called “Care of the Soul.” 

For the next couple of weeks, we are going to be exploring how we can open ourselves up to God 
and care for our souls in the midst of these troubling times. For this first sermon in the series, we 
are going to start with the basics, if we are to care for our souls, what exactly is a soul?  
 

The dictionary definition of a soul is: the spiritual part of a person that is believed to give 
life to the body and believed to live forever. Alternatively, it could be a person's deeply felt moral 
and emotional nature. Or the ability of a person to feel kindness and sympathy for others. While I 
don’t usually turn to the dictionary for spiritual matters, I agree with all of these. God created 
humanity in God’s own image and likeness. Care of our souls means nurturing our eternal divine 
nature, by taking care of our spiritual and emotional state, and then by doing this we will be able 
to care for others. Even with our flaws, weaknesses, and baggage, we are God’s beloved 
creations. It’s easy to forget this though, especially during times like these. 
 

A good number of us are entering 2022 a bit battered and bruised, and very wary. Last 
year we experienced the deaths of loved ones, parents going into hospice, diagnosis of awful 
diseases and illnesses, Covid cases and scares, surgeries, breakups, separations and divorces, loss 
of beloved pets, conflicts and strained relationships, mental illnesses, job losses, significant job 
changes, work-related stress, schooling from home, working from home, adjusting back to 
working at work, and many canceled plans. Going through these things during a pandemic makes 
them seem much more painful and intense. The uncertainty and fear around the pandemic has also 
been ramped right up again recently with the arrival of the Omicron variant. Ann Arbor Public 
Schools just announced on Friday that the first week back will be virtual and parents have mixed 
feelings about that. Many of us were hoping for a conclusive end to Covid sometime soon, 
however this seems highly unlikely at this stage, if ever. Dave Moore pointed out to me recently 
that we are most likely going to move from a Covid pandemic, to Covid being endemic.  This 
means it will be with us always, like the flu. If we’re in for another year of this, how can we 
prepare? How do we care for our souls? 
 

Our Scripture lesson for this morning comes from Romans. The Epistle to the Romans has 
been described as the Apostle Paul’s masterpiece, a “compendium of Christian doctrine,” and 
even as “the single most important work of Christian theology ever written.” Whereas some of 
Paul’s letters are not thought to have actually been written by him, but there has never been any 
doubt with Romans. His target audience were the Christians living in Rome made up of both Jews 
and Gentiles, a fairly diverse community, but also thought to be a mature Christian community.  
Paul was not scolding them like he did with the Corinthians, nor calling them names like those 
foolish Galatians. It is also thought to be one of the last letters he wrote before he died, so he had 
probably mellowed out quite a bit by then. Paul wrote this very lengthy, rhetorically sophisticated 
and elegant letter knowing that it would probably be read repeatedly in different house churches 
in Rome. His main intention is thought to have been to share the promise of salvation for all, both 
Jew and Gentile, through Jesus Christ. 
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In Romans 12, Paul encourages the hearers to “present your bodies as a living sacrifice 
that is holy and pleasing to God. This is your appropriate priestly service. Don’t be conformed to 
the patterns of this world but be transformed by the renewing of your minds so that you can figure 
out what God’s will is—what is good and pleasing and mature.” We know that Paul was no 
stranger to transformation and renewing of the mind. His encounter with Christ on the road to 
Damascus dramatically transformed him from a ruthless persecutor of Christians into an apostle 
of Jesus Christ, the second most important figure after Jesus, and the most prolific evangelist ever 
who basically launched the global Christian church.  
 

The Christians in Rome were living in a very different context to ours, and also 2000 years 
ago. Paul was addressing them in their context. But the gift and also the challenge of the Bible as 
our sacred text is to understand first of all that it was contextual, and yet also to discern what 
wisdom, truths, and inspiration it might provide us that can help us with meaning-making in our 
lives here and now. The word “renewing” that Paul used, anakainōsei in Greek, implies a spiritual 
rebirth, or a renewal through the Holy Spirit. It implies active and continuous work. To me, Paul’s 
words sound like a reminder to continually work on being more authentic, living out our God-
given identities and calling, just as he did. Living authentically in a world that demands 
conformity to its patterns requires us to be vulnerable - opening up or exposing ourselves to 
possible rejection or ridicule for going against the grain. It is risky and therefore requires courage. 
 

I recently read Brene Brown’s new book Atlas of the Heart: Mapping Meaningful 
Connection and I’m going to read two of my favorite quotes from the book. Brown shared that in 
her most recent research on courage and leadership, the ability to embrace vulnerability emerged 
as the prerequisite for all of the daring leadership behaviors. If we can’t handle uncertainty, risk 
and emotional exposure in a way that aligns with our values and our organizational goals, we 
can’t lead. 
 

My other favorite quote is about belonging, which she describes as: “a practice that 
requires us to be vulnerable, get uncomfortable, and learn how to be present with people without 
sacrificing who we are. When we sacrifice who we are, we not only feel separate from others, but 
we even feel disconnected from ourselves.” (I personally would add here and feel disconnected 
from God too.) Brene Brown goes on to say: “True belonging is the spiritual practice of believing 
in and belonging to yourself so deeply that you can share your most authentic self with the world 
and find sacredness in both being a part of something and standing alone in the wilderness. True 
belonging doesn’t require you to change who you are; it requires you to be who you are.” 
 

There is a story I love of the great Hasidic Rabbi Zusya of Hanipol. On his deathbed he 
began to cry uncontrollably, and his students and disciples tried hard to comfort him. They asked 
him, “Rabbi, why do you weep? You are almost as wise as Moses, you are almost as hospitable as 
Abraham, and surely heaven will judge you favorably.” Zusya answered them: “It is true. When I 
get to heaven, I won’t worry so much if God asks me, ‘Zusya, why were you not more like 
Abraham?’ or ‘Zusya, why were you not more like Moses?’  I know I would be able to answer 
these questions. But what will I say when God asks me, ‘Zusya, why were you not more like 
Zusya?’  

If we’re confident in who we are, in our God-given identities, we are then able to accept 
and even encourage others to be who they are, even if they are very different to us and think 
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differently than we do. At a time when we are very polarized and each angry at the other side, 
when the noise of the world seems so loud, when the fear threatens to overwhelm us, a 
transformative act would be to take some time out to stop and renew our minds, remember who 
we are and whose we are - God’s dearly beloved. Recognizing God within us, in our souls, 
connects us directly to Divine Eternal Love. We are then better able to see and connect to God 
within others; to see their souls and respond with genuine love; to love our neighbor as ourselves.  

Caring for our souls will heal ourselves, so that we can then help heal others, and be a 
transformative and healing presence in our world. If Covid does evolve from being a pandemic 
into being endemic and is always with us, remember that we too have something which is always 
with us, something powerful within us that will comfort, guide, and strengthen us. Know within 
your core each one of you that you are part of something infinite and eternal, so much bigger than 
anything that happens in the world. God is with us and within us.  Amen. 
 
 


