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“Anatomy of the Soul” 
 

 “Do you ever look at someone and wonder, what is going on inside their head?” So begins the 

2015 film, Inside Out. Disguised as a children’s movie, from the Disney Pixar animation studios, Inside Out, is 

a poignant film that creatively explores complex topics of neuropsychology, primarily that of emotions 

and the roles they play in our lives, our memories, personalities, and overall wellbeing. The story centers 

around a little girl named Riley, who we meet in the first moments of her life – a perfect bundle of joy. 

And sure enough Joy is the first emotion on the scene as a personified yellow bodied, blue haired sprite-

like being. Joy’s world is perfect, just she and Riley and a life of happiness for… all of 33 seconds until 

Sadness also makes her entrance into headquarters – the control center for Riley’s mind. As Riley gets 

older more emotions show up – Fear and Disgust, who help keep Riley safe, and Anger – who cares very 

deeply about things being fair. The overly positive and peppy Joy is the clear leader of the group, driving 

the action in Riley’s life, as each emotions plays their part, even Sadness, who Joy still doesn’t quite 

understand what she does and why she is even there.  

 Riley’s life is one that is overall pretty happy and carefree, until Riley turns 11 and her family 

makes a big cross-country move from everything and everyone she’s ever known in Minnesota to San 

Francisco. At first Joy’s positive attitude help Riley face the challenges of this big change and keep all the 

other emotions in check, but pretty soon even Joy can’t keep Sadness at bay – although she tries by 

literally drawing a circle around Sadness and instructing her to keep all the Sadness inside the circle. As 

Riley continues to struggle with this new move, her parent’s preoccupation with their jobs and the 

stresses of moving, Joy wages a battle for control that backfires secularly and lands she and Sadness far 

from the emotional control center of Riley’s mind and into the recesses of Riley’s long-term memory 

storage, cutting Riley off from the ability to experience joy or sadness. 



Our scriptures are full of powerful emotions. Just take the Psalms alone, many of whom go from 

lament to anger to thanksgiving and rejoicing all in the same chapter. If you’re ever looking for a place in 

scripture to guide you in a particular emotional state, look no further than the Psalms. Our lesson today 

though from the Apostle Paul’s letter to the Romans is among my favorite chapters in all of scripture. For 

me these encapsulate much of what is core and central to Christian life and community. First, Paul 

compares the community of Christ to a body – not the first or only time he will do this in his letters. Paul 

encourages the believers to embrace the diversity of gifts within their communities, and to recognize that 

each person plays an invaluable role to their life together. This chapter also gives us a picture of what love 

looks like in community with the practices of hospitality, humility, praying for enemies, encouraging and 

lifting one another up. And one of the marks of Christian community is to rejoice with those who rejoice 

and weep with those who weep – to practice empathy! There is something sacred to being happy for 

someone else without making it about yourself or to just sitting with someone in their sadness, not 

problem solving or trying to find the silver lining, but just being.  

 In Inside Out, as Joy and Sadness navigate their way through the long term memory storage of 

Riley’s mind, they run into Riley’s old imaginary best friend – Bingbong!  Part elephant, part cat, part 

dolphin, part cotton candy, Bingbong reminisces with Joy and Sadness all the adventure he and Riley 

went on when she was little and joins the crusade to get Joy and Sadness back up to headquarters. Their 

quest is waylaid when Bingbong’s magic rocket ship is unceremoniously tossed into the “memory dump” 

where all unimportant and no longer needed memories and information go to be forgotten. Bingbong is 

devastated, and Joy does her level best to rally Bingbong with her trademark optimism -  “you can do-it” 

“it’s not so bad” and “why don’t you try looking on the bright side.” It isn’t until Sadness goes to sit down 

next to him, acknowledges that he lost something that he loves, and gives him the space to grieve that 

loss, that Bingbong is then able muster the strength to indeed carry on. Sadness’ superpower and purpose 

are revealed in her ability to foster connection.  

 One of the most powerful truths of what we believe, that Jesus Christ is fully human and fully 

God, is that Jesus empathizes with us – in all our human frailties and emotions. From feeling the depths 



of grief and loss at the death of his friend Lazarus, to his triumphal entry into the city of Jerusalem, to his 

anger at the money changers at Temple, to being betrayed by his disciples, to finally feeling abandoned by 

God on the cross, Jesus knew and experienced the full gamut of human emotion. Because of this every 

moment or circumstance of our lives, Jesus meets us where we are, sits down and connects with us in our 

emotions. 

 It takes her a while, but Joy finally realizes Sadness’ importance and the gifts she brings to Riley’s 

life, as she sees in Riley’s memories all the times of joy that were preceded by sadness, which then 

allowed Riley to connect more deeply with her family and friends. When Joy and Sadness finally make it 

back up to headquarters, we expect Joy to regain control of Riley’s emotional center, to fix everything so 

that Riley can be happy again, but Joy relinquishes the controls over to Sadness as Riley finally tells her 

parents just how difficult this move has been on her and how much she misses her home and friends back 

in Minnesota, who in turn share they that too miss their old home, and in that moment the fractured 

pieces of their bond are mended back together.  

 In the lobby of my therapist office – and yes your pastor has a therapist – there is a wall hanging 

of the poem, “The Guest House,” by 13th Century poet and Muslim Mystic Rumi, that reads: 

This being human is a guest house. 
Every morning a new arrival. 

A joy, a depression, a meanness, 
some momentary awareness comes 
as an unexpected visitor. 

Welcome and entertain them all! 
Even if they’re a crowd of sorrows, 
who violently sweep your house 
empty of its furniture, 
still, treat each guest honorably. 
He may be clearing you out 
for some new delight. 

The dark thought, the shame, the malice, 
meet them at the door laughing, 
and invite them in. 



Be grateful for whoever comes, 
because each has been sent 
as a guide from beyond.1 

As this poem and our film illustrate, to be human is to be one who experiences a wide and complex range 

emotions, and often times we get ourselves into more trouble and emotional distress when we try to 

suppress any one of these emotions, instead of… making space, acknowledging and mindfully embracing 

our feelings without judgement or shame, and attuning ourselves to what those feelings are trying to tell 

or teach us.2 I also want to make sure I mention here that making space for sadness (or really any other 

negatively associated emotion) is not the same as brooding in it or remaining stuck. If you are feeling 

persistently sad, anxious, hopeless, or empty, for most of the day for a period of at least two weeks, these 

are symptoms of depression and a good mental health professional can help you address those symptoms.  

When we give space to all of our emotions we are living into our full humanity, into the fullness 

who God created us to be. So not only is this a healthy emotional practice, it’s also a spiritual one. When 

we reject the messages of toxic positivity in our world that insist that we must be happy to be worthy, 

God meets us there. When we show up for ourselves and show up for others in times of emotional 

upheaval, God meet us there. When we hold space for our emotions and do the same for others, God 

meets us there. There we will find we are not alone, we will find healing and wholeness. Thanks be to 

God. 

 

 

 

 

Blessing -  

 
1 https://www.scottishpoetrylibrary.org.uk/poem/guest-house/ 
2 https://greatergood.berkeley.edu/article/item/four_lessons_from_inside_out_to_discuss_with_kids 
https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/blog/the-colors-of-contemporary-psychiatry/202403/pixars-inside-
out-and-plutchiks-theory-
of#:~:text=Inside%20Out%20references%20the%20concept,feelings%20similar%20to%20mixing%20colors. 
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This is what it means to be human, to feel the pain, the grief, the stress, the risk, the fear, the heartbreak. 

So you, beautiful creature, you here is your permission slip to feel it all, to feel the joy and delight and 

excitement and the sorrow and fear and despair. All the yellows and pinks and violets and grays, because 

you are the whole damn sky. 

- Kate Bowler3 

 
3 https://katebowler.com/podcasts/susan-david-toxic-
positivity/#:~:text=If%20you%20can't%20find,look%20on%20the%20bright%20side. 


