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Journaling about Head, Heart, and Hands:  
A Vital Tool for Cultivating Formation

John Hugh McNally

Journaling’s Role and Benefits

How would you describe the role of journaling in your theological 
education? One pastor comments, “Even though I’ve graduated, 
I’m still journaling, especially when I struggle to understand a per-

sonal or ministry situation. Journaling continues to be the primary avenue 
for me to make sense of myself, ministry/life situations, and God.”1 Another 
pastor adds, 

I began journaling as a student, and it was a burden at first. However, the 
requirement became a respite by the end of class. The discipline of theo-
logical reflection is one that I have grown to embrace and cherish. Had it 
not been for the educational requirement to journal for such an extended 
period, I would not have been able to see its benefits.2

Such reflections probably warm the hearts of those theological field ed-
ucators who require students to keep journals with the hope of both present 
benefits during a season of study and future enrichment in ministry. After 
briefly summarizing some potential benefits of journaling within spiritual 
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formation and field education, this article gives a rationale for a threefold 
framework for formation journals and describe how such a practice can be a 
vital tool in formation on personal and communal levels.

With the typical clarity and brevity of her Spiritual Disciplines Hand-
book, Adele Ahlberg Calhoun describes journaling as a spiritual discipline: 

Desire: to be alert to my life through writing and reflecting on God’s pres-
ence and activity in, around, and through me. Definition: Journaling is 
a tool for reflecting on God’s presence, guidance, and nurture in daily 
comings and goings. Journals can be kept regularly or during times of 
transition.3 

By writing reflections on God’s presence and guidance in a journal, 
we can become more alert to what God has done and is doing “in, around, 
and through” us. Such a practice has the potential to help Christ followers 
to become more receptive and responsive to the Lord’s leading and form-
ing work. Since ministry can often feel busy, one of Calhoun’s probing re-
flection questions is especially significant for ministry formation: “If you 
live your life at full tilt, when and how do you reflect on your life and your 
experiences?”4

While describing some of the biblical and other historical precedents 
for journaling as a spiritual discipline, Donald Whitney explains the enrich-
ment potential of journaling.

Keeping a journal not only promotes spiritual growth by means of its own 
virtues, but it’s a valuable aid to many other aspects of the spiritual life as 
well. Help in Self-Understanding and Evaluation . . . Help in Meditation. 
. . Help in Expressing Thoughts and Feelings to the Lord. . . Help in 
Remembering the Lord’s Works. . . Help in Creating and Preserving a 
Spiritual Heritage. . . Help in Clarifying and Articulating Insights. . . Help 
in Monitoring Goals and Priorities. . . Help in Maintaining Other Spiritual 
Disciplines.5

While the enrichment emphases within courses in field education 
or spiritual formation may vary from school to school or even course to 
course, it seems strategic to reinforce the rich formation possible through 
journaling. 

Jim Wilson and Earl Waggoner commend journaling’s benefits in 
slightly different ways. First, the authors frame theological reflection as the 
task for which journaling can be a tool. They write, “According to the model, 
theological reflection is identifying how our beliefs, thoughts, and feelings 
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influence our actions, aligning them to our best understanding of God’s 
truth, and exploring possibilities for future ministry responses.”6 Within 
this broader integrative task of theological reflection, they describe the pur-
pose of the journal as follows:

The ministry journal will assist in gaining insight into the routine of life 
in ministry. It aids in developing discipline within the planning of a day. 
It requires reflection on ministry and helps in understanding feelings that 
surface around ministry activities. It assists in developing intentional 
work habits and sensitivity of emotional responses in your experience. It 
supports the integration of theology and ministry into the practice of life.7

When ministry field educators or spiritual formation instructors in-
vite students to include journaling in their academic and spiritual rhythms, 
they can draw on any of these potential benefits that seem most compelling 
within their context. 

Journaling, Resilience, and Integration

In a range of contexts, resilience is emerging as an important area of 
ministry formation, and it may be cultivated through journaling. In his 
seminal book, Flourishing in Ministry, Matt Bloom comments, 

Researchers use the term “self-regulation” to describe three of the es-
sential elements of resilience. . . . Self-awareness is the ability to step back 
from the flow of life to notice what we are feeling, thinking, and doing. It 
is the capacity to pay attention and recognize what is happening inside us 
and around us. . . Self-reflectivity is the ability to examine and think about 
our thoughts, feelings, and behaviors, especially in terms of whether or not 
they are appropriate, good, helpful, or otherwise positive for ourselves, for 
other people, and for the world around us. Self-reflectivity builds on self-
awareness to gain an understanding of how a particular thought, feeling, or 
response impacted ourselves and others.8 

Along with making the case that self-awareness and self-reflectivity 
are essential to resilience and flourishing among those in ministry leader-
ship, Bloom highlights how noticing these can help people explore patterns 
in “feeling, thinking, and doing” and their impact on oneself and others. 
From my perspective as a theological field educator and spiritual formation 
instructor, cultivating deeper awareness and understanding in these three 
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areas can bring independent and interdependent insights that can be identi-
fied and explored through journal entries. 

This focus on integration is helpfully underscored by Mark Heine-
mann in “The Heart of Making Disciples.” He summarizes the formational 
intention of a threefold pattern: “HEAD: What you need to know. HEART: 
How your attitude needs to change. HANDS: How your behavior needs to 
change.”9 

Gary Parrett and Steve Kang offer a slightly longer description of for-
mation and transformation along similar lines:

We aim at transformation of the whole person. . . . Toward that end, all 
aspects of our humanity must be engaged, including our eyes and ears 
(perception), heads (cognition), hearts (affection), and hands and feet (be-
havior). Each of these areas may be viewed as an entry point into the cen-
ter of our being, and each entry point has its own doorway.10

Parrett and Kang highlight both the importance of integration of the 
whole person and the significance of each “entry point.” As I work with stu-
dents, I certainly see the variety of such entry points as some students want 
to first think it through with their heads, some need to start with hands-
on coaching before they catch on, and others step up when their hearts are 
stirred up with passion for an area of ministry. 

Whatever the point of entry, deep learning seems to occur as all these 
areas are integrated. Randy Frazee brought together scholars, pastors, and 
others to design an integrated tool for assessment and discipleship develop-
ment. Along with assessment statements for ten core beliefs, ten core prac-
tices, and ten core virtues, Frazee shares this insight in the implementation 
section: 

But until a belief takes the twelve-inch journey from our head to our heart, 
that belief has little impact on our Christian development. The Practices 
not only help us live out the Christian life but help move a belief from our 
head to our heart. Once we truly ‘buy in’ to the idea, it begins the pro-
cess of changing who we are from the inside out (i.e., Virtues). Virtues are 
called ‘fruit’ in the Bible (John 15, Galatians 5:22–23).11 

Within the seemingly “siloed” tendency within a seminary, it is easy 
for students to fragment formation with different courses on belief, practic-
es, and virtues. I long for more students to let beliefs drop from their heads 
to their hearts, not in the sense of leaving the mind behind but in the sense 
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of internalizing the truth in motivating ways with Christ-like virtues that 
overflow in hands-on action. 

From this perspective, full formation or transformation is the integra-
tion of principles, practices, and passion. To give a sense of how this might 
be framed, let me share some quotations from my description of journaling 
in one of my spiritual formation syllabi:

In this time period, how did the Lord broaden, deepen or strengthen in 
the area of my head-level understanding of God and the formation pro-
cess? For the head angle, consider Jesus as the Truth teaching you prin-
ciples about what this aspect of spiritual formation is, why it is important, 
or what it reveals about God’s character and activity. . . . In this time pe-
riod, how did the Lord broaden, deepen or strengthen in the area of my 
heart-level connection with the Trinity through spiritual formation? For 
the heart angle, consider Jesus as the Life filling you with passion and 
motivation that increases your desire and motivation to grow in this area 
of spirituality or your struggle with that area. . . . In this time period, how 
did the Lord broaden, deepen or strengthen in the area of my hands-on 
experience of spiritual formation practices? For the hands-on side, con-
sider Jesus as the Way, guiding you in the practice of how to walk with 
Jesus and follow him more fully on your spiritual journey.12 

A range of terminology can convey what is covered in these categories, 
which I then tailor to the topics covered in various courses in spiritual for-
mation, mentored ministry (our field education courses), and small group 
ministry. In seeking to explain and engage students with this framework, I 
have found the variations in wording helpful in communicating these con-
cepts to students from different backgrounds. What terms would commu-
nicate most clearly in your context or for students coming from different 
backgrounds? 

Space and Pace for Cultivating Character with Journaling

Along with terminology, ministry field educators and spiritual forma-
tion instructors may want to weigh how the frequency and length of entries 
fit both with the intentions behind the journaling and the tone indirectly 
communicated by the demands of each assignment and by the cumulative 
load of all the assignments taken together. In her description of the func-
tion of journaling, Regina Coll highlights how it can help people slow down 
long enough that they may become open to surprising insights: “No matter 
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how articulate a person is in expressing an idea or describing a situation, 
journaling slows down the process and often leads to surprising results.”13 
Intriguing insights often arise in journaling when students make space to 
slow down their pace.

The invitation to such slowing down was profoundly encouraging and 
challenging while I was being trained as a spiritual director, which includ-
ed these incisive words by Allan Fadling: “The Spirit of God has been work-
ing in my heart to teach me how to move at the pace of grace rather than at 
my own hurried, self-driven pace.”14 In our seminary training approach, I 
opt for brevity and clarity, partly in hopes of modeling some of the “pace of 
grace” in making journal entries. Part of the intention is to slow down long 
enough for deeper reflections without making the entries so lengthy and 
weighty that they counteract a grace-full pace.

For Fadling, paying attention to our pace is crucial to cultivating char-
acter that is often counter to our culture. He writes, “I like to describe spiri-
tual leadership as living a grace-paced life in the midst of a driven culture; 
living at a vital, life-giving, peaceful pace while remaining engaged and 
active in the kingdom work Jesus began here on earth.”15 An educational 
usage of journaling within a faith-based context can consider how the prac-
tice cultivates being peaceful and patient or embodying other character at-
tributes or virtues that are valued in that setting. In both form and function, 
the formation journal seeks to help students pay attention to character for-
mation as part of their overall formation. 

Character is, sadly, greatly undervalued today in so much church life and 
activity. We’d rather work out the best techniques, formulate successful 
strategies, and celebrate (or criticize) performance. We look on the outside 
and assess people by “how they are doing,” and pay much less attention 
to what kind of character they have become or are becoming. But look at 
the qualities in Paul’s list of the fruit of the Spirit. They do not focus on 
what kind of performance we can achieve, but what kind of person we are. 
Fruit takes time. Character takes time—a lifetime, in fact.16 

This insightful quotation resonates with my informal observations of 
pastoral colleagues in crisis. Although performance can be enhanced in the 
doing of pastoral ministry, often unresolved or underlying character issues 
were catalysts for crises because deeper dynamics around what kind of per-
son they were becoming had not been addressed proactively or preventa-
tively. I am writing more about this area of the formation journal in this ar-
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ticle because attending to the heart with soul care seems to be such a great 
need among Christian leaders.

In recent years, I am seeing new resources from different perspectives 
addressing character for a range of vocational ministry situations. From the 
character of clinicians to the alignment with attributes in the description of 
love in 1 Corinthians 13, from reflection on pastoral virtues to assessment of 
the fruit of the Spirit, from remedies for deadly vices to suggestions for the 
emotional health of leaders, insightful authors are sounding a clarion call 
for character formation in ministry preparation and continuing education.17 

When I was preparing to write this article, a fellow field educator rec-
ommended that I read an article from the website of the Kenan Institute for 
Ethics at Duke University. Before placing their relatively recent practices 
within representative academic literature affirming the value of reflection 
for character formation, Scott Parsons describes their process. Students ob-
serve “which virtues were the most influential throughout the day,” choos-
ing from a list of thirty specific virtues, followed by “a more thorough re-
flection” on a weekly basis around which virtues contributed to success, 
could focus growth for the coming week, and were sources of struggle that 
invited further reflection.18 Moving forward, I will be considering ways 
such processes could be adapted for our context, such as connecting heart-
level reflection with a specific list of virtues that we have identified as im-
portant for maturity and ministry. Whatever the journaling categories or 
processes, vocational ministry field educators and spiritual formation in-
structors should select strategies appropriate for their setting, evaluate the 
effectiveness of existing efforts in cultivating the fruit of the Spirit, or at 
least consider connections of character to educational content and process. 

Journal Variations: Highlight Activity or Interact with an Author

Another way to link content and process is for students to highlight 
their primary activities monthly within their ministry placement. The min-
istry log category is added for accountability and/or alignment with min-
istry priorities within the mentored ministry setting. As mentioned earlier, 
our approach seeks to reinforce “a pace of grace”19 in opting for brevity and 
clarity in each entry rather than a large quantity of entries or extensive de-
tails about ministry activity within that time. 
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Another variation is an invitation to interact with a specific source as 
a prompter for deeper reflections. In the second year of our mentored min-
istry course, students interact with Mandy Smith’s insightful book The Vul-
nerable Pastor: How Human Limitations Empower Our Ministry, allowing her 
reflection questions to prompt journal entries. For example, after sharing 
stories and rich reflections in the chapter on processing emotions, she in-
vites us into reflection upon our own journey of vulnerability by asking, 
“Which emotions most knock you off your feet? How do you usually re-
spond to that sudden vulnerability? How could it be an opportunity to lean 
on God?”20 

Rather than having students write a synopsis or analysis of content in 
some form of a book report, I want students to pay attention to what Smith’s 
writing is stirring up in them. Whether affirmation arises within students 
as her reflections resonate with them or students become riled up with re-
actions that surprise them or have some other type of response, the journal 
helps them notice and process what is surfacing. The intention is to focus on 
dynamics of formation more than specifics of information covered by the 
author. Such an approach gives an alternative way to keep the formation 
journal both open-ended and focused through evocative questions from an 
author who functions as a mentor. 

I also appreciate Smith’s emphasis on vulnerability as an antidote to 
the cultural tendency to curate a public persona in ways that cover up or 
selectively omit areas of struggle. In commenting on the role of journaling 
in writing a spiritual autobiography or narrative summary of one’s journey, 
Evan Howard comments, 

Part of the grace of composing a spiritual autobiography is the opportu-
nity to make sense of our past, to give it meaning. . . . Avoid the tempta-
tion to smooth over times of ambiguity and uncertainty. Your aim is not 
to compose a good autobiography but to honestly discover and interpret 
your own transforming relationship with God. . . . Knowing the past may 
give wisdom for the future. Now, having reflected on your story, you are 
ready to tell it. You may write it down and keep it in a private journal. But 
I also encourage you to just to tell it. You gain some things from prayer-
fully reflecting on your life. You gain different things from sharing it with 
others.21 

Howard’s wise words highlight both the pitfalls of “smoothing over” 
and the potential of honesty in the personal discovery and communal shar-
ing of our story. 
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Sharing Journal Entries for Communal Cultivation

Wilson and Waggoner also highlight the potential of sharing, though 
they focus specifically on sharing from journal entries with a ministry men-
tor for identifying deeper dynamics, possible “blind spots,” and areas to 
“better align” theology and practice. They write, 

While journals are private documents, ministers do often share them with 
mentors. After reading the journals, mentors can help ministers identify 
what is happening around them and clarify what is happening inside of 
them. With objective eyes, mentors are able to see ministers’ blind spots 
and read between the lines of what is happening in their lives. The journal 
becomes a living record of what is happening in and around the minister 
and helps the mentor identify opportunities to better align their opera-
tional and confessed theology.22 

While a perceptive mentor can help clarify outward and inward dy-
namics for deeper discernment and wider alignment, clarification is needed 
on the scope of sharing. Regina Coll offers these instructions on the extent 
of sharing: “Of course the student has the right to withhold any entries from 
the discussion, but that would probably be a rare occurrence, since one of 
the points of the journal is to set the agenda for the supervisory session.”23 
Whether sharing is required or recommended, students need to be empow-
ered to “set the agenda” within an environment that both supports and 
stretches them with appropriate self-disclosure.

Under the heading “Companions Become Coreaders,” Keith Anderson 
makes a compelling case for such sharing with mentors: “Spiritual mentor-
ing is one of our most pressing ways to help others read the epic story of 
God in their own story. Spiritual mentoring is one way we grow deep in 
knowing the living Lord in companionship. It requires the listening ears of 
another.”24 Ministry field educators and spiritual formation instructors may 
want to clarify the extent to which regular or occasional sharing of journal 
entries is recommended or required as part of the process of companion-
ship. Along with the analogy of spiritual mentors as “coreaders,” Anderson 
also draws our attention to the analogy of farming. He writes, 

Mentoring as farming is one of the most important images I can suggest. 
. . . Patience is in order. You will learn to pass on the quick fix or the sud-
den conversion in favor of slow, perhaps steady growth. The work is slow, 
tedious at times and seemingly without results. The growth is hard to 
measure from week to week; it is better to look at the long view instead of 
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the short, to look back over months instead of weeks. Suddenly, it seems, 
there is growth and produce and beauty, but it happens thanks to careful 
attention to the details of planting seeds, cultivating, weeding, watering 
and waiting.25

From this perspective of mentoring as farming, a formation journal 
can be pictured as a helpful tool for cultivating maturity and ministry in 
community. 

As I reflect on the past few years of reading formation journal entries, I 
realize that sometimes students are describing seeds planted by class inter-
action or an author’s insight. At other times, I notice that students are culti-
vating insights from other courses or sources, with a journal entry explain-
ing how these insights are being implemented for flourishing in life and 
ministry. Students sometimes share how the formation process and course 
content is correcting or refining26 what they think, who they are becoming, 
or what they do. With the affirmation of ambiguity and uncertainty as part 
of the journey of discovery, some journal entries explore times of waiting 
and wondering about what is unfolding in situations or seasons of struggle. 

Along with other means of grace, journaling can be a vital tool for for-
mation. The threefold framework outlined in this article can help students 
give “careful attention” to what God is cultivating in their heads, hearts, 
and hands. Such intentional journaling can help put into practice the mul-
tifaceted prayer from Colossians 1:9–13 (NRSV), “. . . so that you may lead 
lives worthy of the Lord, fully pleasing to him, as you bear fruit in every 
good work and as you grow in the knowledge of God. May you be made 
strong with all the strength that comes from his glorious power.” Amen. 
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