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            Introduction
Self-Care as a Way of Life

         
         The idea for this book began in early 2021, as we were nearing the end of the first full year of the COVID-19 pandemic. As
            we approached Ash Wednesday that year, a time when Christians were reflecting on the upcoming season of Lent and what they
            might give up as a spiritual practice, I recognized how we had already given up so much: hugs, meals, and holiday gatherings
            with friends and family; learning, working, and worshipping in person; team sports and other group extracurricular activities;
            movies, vacations, and trips to theme parks; Easter egg hunts, trick-or-treating, and Christmas dinners; proms, graduations,
            birthday parties, and weddings; visiting loved ones in hospitals and nursing homes; and even comforting one another at funerals.
            It was a season when taking on nourishing practices felt so much more urgent than the act of giving up. This season taught me that taking on practices that nourish and enrich our spiritual and physical selves, or self-care in the deepest sense, actually strengthens our capacity to serve God, practices that can help us in all of our seasons.
         

         
         The fact that this all started in a Lenten season is significant. I did not grow up observing Lent as a liturgical season
            (you can read more of this story in the back of this book, in “Using This Book for Lent”). Before I went to seminary in 2004,
            I had never heard of the liturgical calendar. During my second year in seminary, I threw myself headlong into the Lenten observance.
            I ate pancakes for dinner on Shrove Tuesday, awkwardly walked around with palm ashes on my forehead on Ash Wednesday, walked
            out of a United Methodist church in utter silence at the end of a Good Friday service, and worshipped at dawn in the frigid
            outside air on Easter Sunday. I loved every bit of it. To this day, I love Lent as much as I love Advent.
         

         
         Every year since then, I have approached Lent prayerfully and thoughtfully. As I consider fasting, I ask myself the same question
            that I asked my seminary classmates when I first learned about Lent: “What’s the point?” I took seriously the invitation that
            Lent offered to draw closer to God and to strengthen my capacity to serve God in the world.
         

         
         That, in essence, is what I think Lent is about: it is an invitation to develop and strengthen practices that enhance the depth of our discipleship and our ministry in the world. Sometimes that means abnegation—giving up material pleasures, activities that we enjoy, or habits that have become addictive or counterproductive. Habits can be tangible things (like chocolate or social media or video games), but they can also be intangible practices, tendencies, or ways of being in the world. We might, for example, need to give up toxic positivity, the forced optimism that hides our true feelings and prevents us from being authentic with God and with other people. We may need to relinquish perfectionism, not the kind that Christ teaches us to strive for when he called us to be perfect in our love for one another (Matt. 5:48), in our charity and trust in God’s provision rather than in the riches of this world (Matt. 19:21), and in our unity (John 17:2). The kind of perfection we need to give up is the kind that tempts us to believe that we are (or ought to be) inhuman, infallible, and inerrant. 

         
         The thing is, abnegation does not necessarily strengthen discipleship. Giving up something does not teach us what we need
            to do or be, only what we need not to do or be. Very often, when we give up something that is counterproductive, it leaves a void that we then fill, often unwittingly,
            with yet another counterproductive habit. This is why people who quit using recreational drugs might end up smoking cigarettes,
            or why people who quit smoking cigarettes might end up overeating. Thoughtful Lenten disciplines, then, need to be about more
            than giving up unproductive practices; they should also involve taking on practices that nourish and enrich us, practices that usher us not toward death but toward resurrection. Because, ultimately,
            that is what Lent is about: death yielding to resurrection. In fact, it is what Christian discipleship is about. We give up
            counterproductive, unjust, and unholy ways of being so that we can take on the deeper, richer, fuller life that Christ offers
            us.
         

         
         The beauty of this approach is that this spiritual formation does not have to be limited to the forty-seven days between Ash Wednesday and Easter Sunday. I have never understood why Lenten disciplines end at Easter. After all, if they are supposed to be good for our relationship with God, why wouldn’t we keep doing them? Maybe it is because we have made Lenten disciplines all about death and self-denial. While Lent is a special opportunity for remembering Christ’s suffering, its practices should always remind us that we are a resurrection people. This is what Christian spiritual disciplines do: they point us to and through resurrection in everyday life.
         

         
         When I began observing Lent, I quickly realized that my discipleship required a different type of fast, an ongoing one. I
            wanted a year-round practice that would help me to live into Christ’s resurrection promises in the midst of a world that continuously
            offers death.
         

         
         I am a two-time breast cancer survivor from an extended family that has lost several people to the disease. I am technically
            cancer free but also keenly aware that a stray cancer cell could lurk somewhere in my body, waiting to attack again. Awareness
            of the possibility of early death is with me daily. I need a practice that ushers me into resurrection.
         

         
         I am an African American woman, a survivor of the transatlantic slave trade, living in the South during the resurgence of
            White Christian nationalism, when the names of Black people killed by the police become hashtags on a regular basis, and when
            a right-wing-controlled Supreme Court is eroding civil rights and environmental justice. Awareness of the possibility of unjust
            death is with me daily. I need a practice that ushers me into resurrection.
         

         
         I am an American living in the time of the COVID-19 pandemic, when news of the deaths of extended family and friends arrives regularly, when every encounter with an unmasked and unvaccinated person poses a threat to me and my family. Awareness of the possibility of needless death is with me daily. I need a practice that ushers me into resurrection. I offer this devotional, then, for other people who need to be ushered into resurrection in the midst of a death-dealing world. 

         
         
            Self-Care as a Spiritual Discipline

            My journey to self-care has been long, with twists and turns along the way. It began in 2002. I was on the fast track to tenure
               and success in my second year as a clinical psychology professor, where I had achieved the rare feat of applying for and receiving
               a prestigious federally funded grant in my first year. My colleagues marveled at how well I handled the stresses of the job,
               but beneath the well-dressed, unflappable exterior, I was crumbling. My medical chart was starting to fill up—hypertension,
               recurrent and inexplicable pain, insomnia, weight gain, fibroids, and infertility. What wasn’t in the chart were the emotional
               issues—loneliness, anxiety, irritability.
            

            
            It all came to a head at Thanksgiving. Months earlier, my partner and I had decided to forgo the usual celebration and to spend the holiday in a bed-and-breakfast for some much-needed rest and relaxation. But when my family asked to hold dinner at our new North Carolina home, I couldn’t say no. I didn’t even know it was an option. In addition to being the firstborn child of a single mother, I am the oldest grandchild on both sides of my family. Since I was ten, I’ve been taking care of siblings, cousins, even the children of family friends. “Take care of your mother,” one of my uncles used to tell me every time we said goodbye. “But what about me?” I would wonder silently. 

            
            In the midst of my pain, stress, and fatigue, my partner and I spent weeks preparing to host the twenty-something aunts, uncles,
               and cousins who had said they were coming. On Thanksgiving Day, two people showed up—my father and my youngest brother. I
               was devastated. Why hadn’t they shown up for me? Why did it seem that no one (except my partner) showed up for me? I was tired of caring for
                  everyone else. Who was going to care for me? Then it hit me: I had to take care of me. And I had to model to others how they should care for me.
            

            
            So I embarked on a journey to self-care with a few small changes: affirmations, daily prayer and meditation, regular exercise,
               and breaks during my day. Within weeks, I felt better physically and emotionally. I felt more secure in my own identity and
               more connected to other people. But there was an unanticipated benefit: I felt more connected to God. It turned out that the
               more I cared for myself, the more I wanted to serve God in the world.
            

            
            Self-care may seem to be an odd focus for a Christian devotional. After all, we typically think of spiritual disciplines as . . . well, spiritual. That is, they are focused upon the transcendent—God, the Spirit, Jesus Christ, the afterlife. Self-care, in contrast, is very much grounded in the earthly, in the flesh, in the body, in the here and now. Many of us have learned to think of the human spirit and body in dualistic ways. It is common to hear Christians talk about the spiritual man, as distinct from the natural man. But there is no such distinction. We are not spirits that are simply housed in bodies. We are our bodies. There can be no
               spiritual life that does not engage the body.
            

            
            In her book Soul Feast, Marjorie Thompson defines the spiritual life in this way: “Scripturally speaking, the spiritual life is simply the increasing
               vitality and sway of God’s Spirit in us. It is a magnificent choreography of the Holy Spirit in the human spirit, moving us
               toward communion with both Creator and creation. The spiritual life is thus grounded in relationship. It has to do with God’s
               way of relating to us and our way of responding to God.”1 Notice the words that Thompson uses: sway, choreography, moving, grounded, responding. These are kinetic words. They are words about movement, about embodiment. Spirituality is embodied.
            

            
            This book, then, is about sacred self-care—the practices we engage in to develop and nurture ourselves as beings who are beautifully and wonderfully created by God in God’s own image and likeness. As a clinical psychologist, pastor, and activist, I have studied and worked with people over the years to encourage them to think of self-care as both a divine right and a sacred obligation. I have used self-care as a clinical intervention with therapy clients. I have encouraged clergy, seminary faculty, faith-based activists, and other Christian leaders to view self-care as a strategy for sustaining the work that God has called them to do. I even teach a graduate course on self-care at my seminary, in the hope that helping seminarians develop healthy practices now will reduce their risk of ministry burnout in the years to come. Over the next seven weeks, we will look at what our divine creation means for our relationship with our bodies, particularly how we care for ourselves. We will identify some of the barriers and obstacles that prevent us from exercising care of our sacred selves. We will explore practices that will help us to shift our attitudes and behaviors toward our care. 

            
            Self-care is an anachronistic concept for biblical times. The biblical characters and writers, in contrast to our postindustrial
               society, lived in a time when most of the day’s work focused on growing, producing, and securing everything they needed to
               live. People did not need guidelines on how to eat well because everything was sustainable and seasonal. Exercise was an irrelevant
               concept because most people would have walked and worked throughout their entire day. So the biblical authors would have had
               no framework for thinking about self-care the way that we do. Nevertheless, as with other topics, there is plenty of biblical
               wisdom to be found that connects to our self-care journeys. Finding it sometimes requires employing a generous interpretative
               framework, one in which we read texts with the assumption that God wants humanity (and all of creation) to flourish and thrive,
               not to suffer needlessly. In other words, I invite you to be open to the wisdom we can glean from scripture when it comes
               to caring for ourselves.
            

            
            This book is an invitation into a journey toward sacred self-care. Just as wellness is wholistic, self-care is, too. Sacred self-care, then, integrates our spiritual, physical, emotional, mental, and relational well-being. In lieu of rote prescriptions about what you need to do in order to care for yourself, this book offers practices and reflections to help you discern your body’s Spirit-given wisdom about what you need to be well, not only for your own sake but also to sustain you for the work that God has called you to do in the world, whether that is being a pastor, a parent, an activist, a student, or a retired grandparent. It invites you to deepen self-care practices that you may already have in place and to try on new practices to see if they are helpful to you. You don’t have to make a commitment to anything. Just try it on and see if it fits; keep what does and discard what does not. It is my prayerful hope that at the end of our seven-week journey, you will have developed both a plan and a proclivity to continue practicing sacred self-care throughout your life. 

            
         
         
            How to Use This Book

            While inspired by Lent, this book is designed to be used at any time in the year. It includes seven weeks of daily devotionals,
               each of which is devoted to a different theme.
            

            
            The devotionals follow a similar pattern each week. Each day’s devotional and each week’s theme builds upon what precedes
               it, so it’s best to follow the devotionals sequentially. But if you miss a day, you can combine two of them (especially on
               a weekday). It’s okay to be imperfect. Self-care is imperfect and flexible. Humans are imperfect and ideally also flexible.
            

            
            The book is designed for each week to start on Monday, but if, for example, you work on weekends and it’s better for you to align day 6 or 7 with your days off, do what works best. You could also choose to spread it out longer than seven weeks. If you experience a disruption, just pick back up whenever you are ready. 

            
            The first six days of each week have a scripture reading, a brief reflection on the theme, and a short practice that is designed
               to be accomplished within that day. No money or special equipment or materials are needed, just a bit of time and energy.
               The practices on day 6 (Saturdays if you use a Monday start) will often require more time but are still doable within a day.
               The seventh day of each week (Sundays for most people) follows a different format: a scripture reading, a reflection on the
               theme, a prayer and silent meditation, a hymn, and a benediction. The hymns can be read or sung silently or aloud. The lyrics
               are included, and I also provide the hymn numbers from the African American Heritage Hymnal.2 After all, if you’re going to sing them, you should do it right (I promise this will be the only time that I judge you in
               this book).
            

            
            If you are using this as a Lenten devotional, feel free to observe the practices on their own or in combination with other
               practices, including traditional fasts. Start on the Monday before Ash Wednesday (so Ash Wednesday would be day 3), and the
               final day will line up with Easter Sunday. Consider adding the readings from the Revised Common Lectionary to your Sunday
               observance.3 A listing of the lectionary readings, along with a brief explanation, is in the back of this book.
            

            
            You will benefit most by reading the devotional in the morning. Some of the practices require you to do something; others require trying on new ideas or perhaps observing and reflecting upon your patterns for the day as you go about your normal activity. Thus, it’s best to know what the practice is before you start your day. At the same time, because self-care is personal, all of the practices have flexibility built into them. They will be challenging but realistic and time-limited enough to incorporate in a workday or a busy day with family. Establishing a regular routine of reading the devotional in the morning will help you to develop the discipline of setting aside protected time for self-care that won’t be impinged upon by your normal relationships and responsibilities. This may mean getting up earlier than normal, especially if you share living space with partners, children, extended family, or roommates. Sometimes it’s the mere presence of other people who want and need to talk with us in the mornings that competes with self-care routines (although, as we’ll see, spending time with people we love is also self-care)! 

            
            The daily practices frequently involve the use of affirmations to reshape how we think about ourselves and our self-care. Affirmations are a form of cognitive reframing that help us to recognize and replace maladaptive thought patterns with positive and self-nurturing beliefs that empower us to behave differently. For example, one of my recurrent maladaptive thoughts is “I don’t have enough time for self-care this morning because I need to hurry up and get to work.” That thought is not only unhelpful (because it prevents me from engaging in practices that are beneficial to my health) but also untrue (because even just a few minutes of meditation or stretching is beneficial, and I have considerable flexibility in my schedule most days). So I work to replace that thought with one that is true and helpful, such as “Time is God’s plentiful gift to me.” You can practice each affirmation simply by saying it multiple times. You might also write your affirmations on a small card to carry with you to remind yourself throughout the day. Better yet: set a reminder using your smartphone. 

            
            There are specific opportunities for journaling and written reflection throughout the study as well, and if you’d like, you
               could consider keeping a journal alongside the book.
            

            
            The point is to challenge yourself but to make it work for you and the demands of your life, including any physical or emotional
               constraints that you have. Change the practices whenever you feel the need. Just try to do something for your own benefit
               each day. Remember, the only day that the body has is today. But also remember: every day is a new opportunity to practice
               self-care. Morning by morning, new mercies we see.
            

            
         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            WEEK 1
Understanding Sacred Self-Care

         
         Self-care is all the rage these days. It is hard to watch television without some commercial promising you that for the right
            price point, you, too, can enjoy a life of carefree frolicking in the grass with your golden retriever and your grandchildren.
            From Botox injections to jade yoni eggs to every flavor of sheet mask imaginable, corporations are inventing all kinds of
            ways to cash in on the self-care hype. It’s enough to induce self-care fatigue in anyone. But the idea that self-care is dependent
            upon a product—or even upon money—is a misperception, and a dangerous one at that. Developing sustainable self-care practices
            requires knowing what self-care is and how it connects to Christian discipleship.
         

         
         This week, we’ll kick off our self-care journey by understanding what self-care is and what it is not and reflecting on what
            self-care needs to look like specifically for you.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            DAY 1
Self-Care Is Gratitude

         
         
            You are the one who created my innermost parts;

            you knit me together while I was still in my mother’s womb.

            I give thanks to you that I was marvelously set apart.

            Your works are wonderful—I know that very well.

            Psalm 139:13–14

         

         Have you ever bought, crafted, or cooked something for another person only to have them reject it, discard it, or treat it
            carelessly? If you’re a caregiver or parent to tweens or teenagers, you probably know this feeling well. Seriously, what kind
            of person buys new clothing and then comes home and dumps it on the floor? Or wears brand-name white sneakers to a Scouts meeting where they know they will be tramping in mud? Or wears a hard-to-find hoodie so often that it wears out within a few weeks of purchase? See, this is why you can’t have nice things! . . . My bad, my parenting stress got triggered. 

         
         I wonder if this is what it is like for God watching us neglect ourselves, the selves that God created and pronounced good.
            “God saw everything he had made: it was supremely good” (Gen. 1:31). According to Psalm 139, our lives are not the result
            of some heavenly factory where humans are mass-produced on an assembly line. God takes the time to individually craft each
            of us, to knit us together while we are yet in the womb, down to our innermost parts. Each one of us is uniquely and wonderfully
            handmade. We even have the imperfections that often come from handmade crafting!
         

         
         While the psalmist’s description is not meant to be a literal explanation of the reproduction process, it is a beautiful image
            that conveys an important truth that scripture wants us to understand: each and every one of us is God’s perfect gift.
         

         
         Our self—the body-mind-spirit that makes up who we are and that shapes our experiences of the world—is God’s first and best gift to
            each one of us. How we care for ourselves is our response of gratitude for that gift. Each day we wake up, we are given that
            gift anew, and we have another opportunity to show our appreciation for it.
         

         
         Unfortunately, many of us have, without even realizing it or meaning to, responded to God’s gift in the same way that an entitled teenager might. It is not that we’re bad or even ungrateful. We simply don’t recognize the value of the gift. So we don’t place the right priority on it. We treat it carelessly, trampling it on the ground, exposing it to destructive elements, using it for the wrong purposes, or wearing it out as we push it beyond its capacity. We neglect ourselves, abuse ourselves, and exhaust ourselves, believing that other people and institutions are more important than we are. Sometimes we even do this in the name of God as we serve our churches and communities. 

         
         But we are God’s good and perfect gift. We are the good thing. Just imagine what our self-care might look like if we believed that.
         

         
         
            Today’s Practice

            Repeat the following affirmation to yourself ten times: I am created in the image of God. I am God’s perfect gift. For an added challenge, sit or stand in front of a mirror for two or three minutes and repeat it aloud as you look at yourself,
               taking a deep breath between each repetition. A full-length mirror is ideal, but even a handheld mirror will work. If this
               brings up negative or shameful thoughts about your body, notice your feelings and breathe deeply through them. If you start
               to feel overwhelmed, honor your feelings and pause. Instead, you could focus your eyes on a part of the body that you feel
               comfortable with (even if it’s just your fingernail), or you can close your eyes and skip the mirror altogether.
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