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One of the most profound questions Jesus asks—and one we often overlook—is: 
“What do you benefit if you gain the whole world but lose your own soul? Is anything worth 
more than your soul?” 

I don’t think many of us stop to consider how what we do and say each day affects 
our souls. But that is precisely what Jesus is asking us to do: to examine how we measure 
our lives. By whose standards—the world’s or God’s? 

We live in a culture that is very good at telling us what success looks like. We are 
taught to accumulate—to have more money, influence, possessions, followers, 
recognition, and power. We are encouraged to build a reputation, a platform, a legacy. 
And there is nothing inherently wrong with achievement. There is nothing wrong with 
providing for our families, succeeding at our work, or wanting to make a difference in the 
world. 

But Jesus asks us to stop and consider the cost. What if, in gaining everything we 
thought we wanted, we lost something more important? What if we gained influence but 
lost our integrity? What if we won the argument but lost the relationship? What if we 
protected our reputation but sacrificed our character? What if we became so determined 
to be right that we forgot to be loving? What if we became so consumed with winning that 
we forgot what we were supposed to be fighting for? What if we gained the world but lost 
our soul? 

Dolly Parton, who passed away this week, expressed some remarkably theological 
wisdom in her own plainspoken way. She said: “We should care about one another. That's 
Christianity's heart and soul: Love one another as we love ourselves.” There is something 
wonderfully simple about that statement but it is exactly what we need to hear. Care about 
one another. Love one another. Not just the people who share our beliefs. Not just those 
who make us comfortable. Not just those who look like us or think like us. One another. 
And yes that is the heart and soul of Christianity. 

And perhaps this is one way of understanding what Jesus means by losing our 
soul. Our soul is not simply some invisible part of us that goes somewhere after we die. 
It is the deepest part of who we are—our capacity to love, to hope, to recognize God, and 
to see another human being and understand that they, too, bear the image of God.  

To lose our soul is to lose our capacity to care. And that can happen little by little. 
We compromise our values here. We remain silent there. We look away because 
speaking up might cost us something. We become accustomed to cruelty. We begin to 
believe that some people matter less than others. We allow fear to become more powerful 
than compassion. And eventually, we may discover that we have gained exactly what the 
world told us to pursue—and lost the person God created us to be. 

Dolly Parton offers another pearl of wisdom: “I ain't that good a Christian to think 
that I am so good that I can judge people.” That in a nutshell is humility. And humility may 
be one of the greatest protections we have against losing our souls. Because when we 
become convinced that we are the righteous ones and everyone else is the problem, we 
have already begun to move away from Jesus. 

Jesus calls us to discern right from wrong. He calls us to confront injustice, speak 
truth, and defend the vulnerable. But he also warns us about the temptation to place 



ourselves above others. “Do not judge.” Before we become too certain about someone 
else’s sin, Jesus invites us to look honestly at our own. 

That does not mean we become silent in the face of injustice. Quite the opposite. 
It means we confront injustice without surrendering our humanity. We resist hatred without 
becoming hateful. We challenge cruelty without becoming cruel. We speak truth without 
forgetting mercy. We stand for justice without imagining that we alone possess the whole 
truth. It is difficult. But following Jesus was never promised to be easy. 

We live in a time when so much of our public life is organized around power, fear, 
winning, and division. We hear political rhetoric that turns neighbor against neighbor. We 
see immigrants described as threats rather than human beings. We see racism, 
antisemitism, and other forms of hatred finding new expressions. We see efforts to silence 
uncomfortable histories, restrict individual rights, and decide who belongs and who does 
not. And sometimes religion itself is used to justify these things. 

But Jesus asks us a profoundly different question: What does it profit us if we gain 
power but lose our soul? What does it benefit a nation to become more powerful if it 
becomes less compassionate? What does it benefit a church to become more influential 
if it becomes less welcoming? What does it benefit Christians to defend the name of Jesus 
if, in doing so, we fail to live the way Jesus taught us to live? 

Jesus said, love your enemies. Welcome the stranger. Blessed are the merciful, 
the peacemakers, and those who hunger and thirst for righteousness. Jesus never said, 
“The most important thing is to win.” He said, “Follow me.” 

Following Jesus means there will be moments when we must choose between 
what is rewarding and what is faithful. Between comfort and compassion. Between 
popularity and truth. Between power and justice. Between protecting ourselves and 
standing with someone who is vulnerable. And yes if we are truly following Jesus it will 
cost us something. 

That is why Jesus speaks about taking up the cross. The cross tells us that 
faithfulness is not always convenient. Love is not always safe. Truth is not always popular. 
Doing what is right does not always lead immediately to success. But the cross also tells 
us this: God is present wherever love refuses to surrender. Jesus asks us to keep our 
souls by remaining human in a world that can make us cynical. To remain compassionate 
in a world that rewards cruelty. To remain truthful in a world that profits from lies. To remain 
hopeful in a world that constantly gives us reasons to despair. And to keep seeing the 
image of God in people whom others would rather make invisible. 

And maybe that is where Dolly Parton’s words and Jesus’ words meet.  She said, 
“Care about one another. Love one another. And remember that we are not so good a 
Christian that we can place ourselves above another human being.” 

So perhaps the question Jesus gives us today is not simply, “What is your soul 
worth?” Perhaps the question is: “What are you willing to give up to keep it?” What will 
you refuse to become, no matter how much the world rewards you for becoming it? Whom 
will you refuse to hate? Whose dignity will you defend? Where will you choose 
compassion when cruelty would be easier? Where will you choose truth when silence 
would be safer? Where will you choose love when anger feels more satisfying? Because 
our souls are shaped by those choices.  

Every day we are becoming someone. So perhaps we need to ask ourselves: Did 
I offer peace today? Did I bring a smile to someone’s face? Did I speak words of healing? 



Did I let go of anger and resentment? Did I forgive? Did I love? Because when we stand 
before God, I suspect God will not be terribly impressed by our possessions, titles, 
accomplishments, political ideology, or public reputation. God will ask something much 
simpler: Did you love? Did you see me in the stranger? Did you recognize me in the 
hungry? Did you stand with me in the poor and vulnerable? Did you speak when silence 
would have been easier? Did you forgive? Did you show mercy? Did you make room? 
Did you care about one another? 

Because in the end, Jesus reminds us, there is something far more valuable than 
everything the world can offer. That is your soul. And nothing—not wealth, not power, not 
reputation, not success, not even the whole world—is worth the price of losing it. 

So let us take Jesus seriously. Let us remember that Christianity’s heart and soul 
is to love one another. And whatever else we may gain in this life, may we never gain so 
much that we lose the capacity to care. May we never gain so much that we lose our 
compassion, our humility, our mercy, or our love. Because nothing—not even the whole 
world—is worth the price of losing our soul. Amen. 
 


