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The first two sections of Tim Suttle’s book, Shrink, had exactly the effect I anticipated.  For some, it 

served as a healing balm as it gave voice to concerns that resonated with them.  For others, it gave 

cause to cringe as he took shots at things we value.  For still others, it was plain annoying, coming off like 

a whiner who is jealous of some other church’s success.  Maybe we all react in all of these ways 

depending on where we are in our lives and ministry.  I would advise that we be Berean in our approach. 

In the final section of his book, Suttle identifies a range of virtues that he believes today’s pastors need 

to espouse.  The first virtue he addresses is vulnerability. 

Building on research by Brene Brown, the author suggests that vulnerability is deeply connected to our 

sense of worth.  A sense of worthiness is developed from feeling loved and a sense of belonging.  Jesus’ 

teaching, miracles and behavior seem to be focused on spreading the news that everyone is loved by 

God, and that everyone is welcome in God’s family.  In contrast to shame, defined by Brown as “the 

intensely painful feeling or experience of believing that we are flawed and therefore unworthy of love 

and belonging,” we who follow Jesus know we are beloved and that we belong.  Such an identity allows 

us to be vulnerable, letting our guard down allowing others to “see our true colors and hear our true 

story.”  Brown notes that her research supports the idea that “vulnerability is the birthplace of all of the 

good things we want for our lives and our loved ones: love, belonging, joy, courage, empathy, hope, 

accountability, and authenticity” (133). 

Rather than viewing vulnerability as something we need to develop, Suttle suggests we already are 

vulnerable by virtue of being human.  What is at issue is how we handle our vulnerability – do we cover 

ourselves up where we know we are vulnerable, masking it in some way, or do we tend toward the 

other end of the spectrum, opting for self-loathing?  Jesus seemed to embrace vulnerability, and 

encouraged others to do the same when we are asked to come as little children, or to carry the cross, or 

to welcome those who would not be welcomed by others. 

According to Brown’s research, while vulnerability feels like weakness, to outsiders it appears as 

strength.  Perhaps this is because in order to choose vulnerability a person must be grounded enough to 

take the risk.  Many people choose a variety of defense mechanisms to avoid the risk: 

• Numbing.  Feeling requires vulnerability.  Sometimes we don’t want to feel, so we engage 

attitudes and behaviors that allow us to avoid pain.  We overeat and we over spend, we turn to 

alcohol or drugs or porn or gambling or any number of things to numb the pain.  Some of us 

adopt more acceptable addictions such as workaholism and even fitness.  How do you choose to 

numb yourself?  How would you know if you are numbing yourself to avoid vulnerability? 

• Perfectionism.  Sometimes we avoid vulnerability by striving toward perfection.  We don’t want 

anybody to see the chink in our armor, so we work really hard to appear perfect.  Our sermons 

have to be perfect.  Our marriages have to appear perfect.  Our children need to be perfect.  

Perhaps all of the striving for perfection prohibits us from being open and honest about the fact 

that we are, in fact, human.  How would you know if perfectionism is a problem for you?  Is it? 

• Certitude.  The idea here is that we tend to avoid vulnerability by focusing on how correct we 

are in our beliefs and practices.  If we take the role of the resident expert we can keep others at 



bay who disagree with us, and we can maintain our façade of having it all together.  The 

culture’s impression of the Church in the United States is that we focus too much on thinking we 

are right, which comes out in the form of judgment.  When are we guilty of certitude versus 

standing firm in our convictions?  What is the difference? 

• Cynicism.  I think the author here is saying that when we operate from a skeptical, cynical 

stance, we don’t have to do much more than that.  We can avoid facing harder realities because 

we can always challenge the position that challenges us.  He quotes Dallas Willard as saying, 

“We live in a culture that has, for centuries now, cultivated the idea that the skeptical person is 

always smarter than one who believes.  You can almost be a stupid as a cabbage as long as you 

doubt.”  Cynicism in a strange way serves to elevate us to a higher moral ground by which we 

can mete out criticism.  When does cynicism become whiny excuse making?  

So, what does vulnerability look like?  How do we know if we are doing a good job of not avoiding it?  

Suttle provides a few examples of how he moved toward greater vulnerability.  First, he shared a story 

about a publishing fiasco that blew up in his face and all over the internet – he had to face his mistakes.  

Second, he spoke about intentionally opening himself up to people who were not like him, who 

therefore made him feel less safe (vulnerable).  In his case, this meant people who struggle with 

homelessness and all it entails.   

I think the thrust of what Suttle is getting at has to do with being real with ourselves and our people.  

Are we trying to fool them into thinking we really have it all together?  Have we fooled ourselves along 

those same lines?  Perhaps we aren’t fooling anybody.  Perhaps trying to keep ourselves at such a 

distance works against us, especially with increased longing for the church to be more incarnational than 

judgmental.   

How do you keep people off the scent that you are human?   

When was the last time you let your people know that you were wrong about something, or that you 

failed? 

I don’t believe Suttle advocates self-loathing here, but rather genuine honesty about or humanity, our 

unknowing, our imperfection, etc.  How are you doing on this front?  How do you know how you are 

doing on this front? 

My impression of GHC pastors as a whole is that we don’t struggle with being pompous in the most 

obvious ways.  Yet I do think we may not be transparent about the struggles we are enduring – 

challenges with our churches and how that messes with our sense of identity, wellbeing, and worth; 

struggling marriages and estranged relationships with our kids; physical, mental, and emotional health 

issues; stress about money; addictive behaviors mentioned earlier; feeling judgment toward others 

when we know that is not our role, and more.  Perhaps we would do ourselves a favor if we were more 

honest with ourselves about all of these things.  Perhaps we would actually serve those we influence 

much more effectively if we let them know we struggle with the same things they do.  Perhaps if we can 

articulate how faith helps us through it all we will find ourselves living in Good News, and better, more 

compelling proclaimers of the same. 

 

 


