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Chapter 9 of Tim Suttle’s book continues to annoy in profound ways as he writes about the need for 

brokenness among the church community and her leaders.  Throughout this chapter, he refers to Bob, a 

homeless man that truly became a part of the church he serves in Kansas City.  Suttle got more and 

more acquainted with Bob through giving him rides to church on Sundays.  Bob’s gift to the church was 

not his skills or gifts or strengths.  Bob’s gift to the church was his unvarnished brokenness.  Bob was 

simply himself.  Homeless.  An alcoholic.  The picture of the Prodigal Son in real life.  No pretense.  No 

title.  Nothing prestigious about him that would impress people.  His poverty was brought on by his 

alcoholism which was undoubtedly born from great pain in his life – substances served to numb him 

from the horrors of the PTSD he acquired from war, among other things.  His life was a train wreck. 

This reminded Suttle of Jean Vanier’s work, beginning L’Arche communities around the world that 

provided space for “patients and professionals” to live together side by side.  He was convinced that this 

approach to serving some of the most vulnerable among us was the only humane, Christian way to bring 

any real healing.  Healing both the “patient” and the “professional” alike. 

Bob often asked Suttle why he was still alive, what his purpose was for living.  Eventually, as he came to 

grips with it himself, Suttle told him that one of his roles in the world was to heal his church, to pave the 

way for brokenness to develop as a cultural norm.  Bob’s very presence challenged his church 

community to rethink the attitudes espoused by our culture at large that prop up titles, success, 

achievement, and having it all together.  Even if we don’t have any of these things going for us, we have 

learned to put on a mask and tell everybody that we’re “fine.”  Vanier pointed out (174): 

“We are afraid of showing weakness.  We are afraid of not succeeding.  Deep inside 

we are afraid of not being recognized.  So we pretend we are the best.  We hide 

behind power. We hide behind all sorts of things. However, when we meet people 

with disabilities and reveal to them through our eyes and ears and words that they 

are precious, they are changed.  But we too are changed. We are led to God.” 

Bob’s very presence was a catalyst for honesty in Suttle’s church that stuck.  Suttle himself decided to 

risk brokenness, recalling some of his themes of vulnerability from a previous chapter.  I’m not sure he 

clearly differentiated between the two in this chapter, but I would say that for him, vulnerability allows 

him to be honest about his brokenness.  You can’t express one without the other.  Bob’s role as the 

returning prodigal son brought out the other characters of Jesus’ parable, however.  The grace of God 

expressed in the Father character was surely there – Bob found faith that helped him get cleaned up and 

moving toward health.  But the Older Brother character came into the real life story as well – in 

everyone, I imagine – as the unvarnished Bob dared to live among them, challenging their worldview 

simply by being there.   

Suttle risked sharing his brokenness in a blog he was writing.  He posted his struggle about some key 

doctrines from a Calvinist rendering of Christianity.  Instead of open arms and a listening ear, his honesty 

was met with swinging fists (in word form) and vehement reaction from the online community and 

within his church.  The message?  Don’t dare express doubt – you have to have it all together.  You can’t 



be a decent pastor unless you have it all figured out.  People left his church and encouraged others to do 

the same.  Suttle chose to remain vulnerable, however, and continued to share his brokenness.  

Unfortunately, this did not contribute to the fast growth of his church (182): 

“The church that follows the way of Jesus, the downward path, the road to the cross, 

is made beautiful not through triumphalist growth strategies but in discovering the 

power of God present in weakness.” 

While reading this chapter I was reminded of the book, In the Name of Jesus, by Henry Nouwen, which 

recounts his experience leaving the Ivory Tower in favor of a L’Arche community.  None of the residents 

who were developmentally disabled gave a rip about Nouwen’s renown as a thought leader, best-selling 

author, and sought-after speaker around the world.  They just knew him as Henry.  This chapter once 

again asks us: what are we about, what are we basing our self esteem upon, how are we defining 

success, and what are we leading our churches toward, among other things.  These questions lead, once 

more, to a tension we have to hold: creating a community that truly espouses the downward path of the 

cross is antithetical to Western thinking.  The American Dream, while it has certainly attracted a 

multitude from all parts of the globe with it’s hopefulness, has little room for losers, or, more accurately, 

actual human beings who do not live in absolute certainty and strength but rather ebb and flow through 

the complexities life incessantly offers.  Oddly, we caricaturize those who live with well-fashioned masks 

to hide their humanness, presenting themselves as having it all together, impenetrable against the trials 

and tribulations that trouble the rest of us mere mortals – perhaps we ridicule them to keep people off 

the scent of our own rouse.  Politicians are certainly among the worst posers.  So are the C-suite leaders 

who guide our highly esteemed corporations.  Don’t forget celebrities from Hollywood, either, or their 

athletic counterparts in every professional sport.  Of course, don’t forget to look in the mirror.  Pastors 

are champion posers, maintaining a veneer of apparent Christlikeness while statistically we struggle 

along similar lines as the ragamuffins we lead. 

Baptists are a funny bunch.  Historically, we are the renegades who read scripture and determined how 

to live it out with great freedom, even if doing so led to being drowned in our Anabaptist waters by 

henchmen ordered to do so by Calvin himself.  Our roots are to read and think and wrestle and follow 

Jesus boldly.  Yet today, Baptists, perhaps more than any other tradition, has become associated with 

being rigid, dogmatic, legalistic, unbending, and famously unwelcoming and unsupportive of those who 

do not adhere to the currently agreed-upon tenets of faith.  Technically, our polity allows for room to 

explore and express.  But in reality, the scorn Suttle experienced by his readers and listeners is more 

normal than not.  (I have been in pastor groups from other traditions where the same pushback exists – 

it’s not just us!).  Doubt, questioning, musing, and new wine is often unwelcome. 

With all of this in mind, how are you, really?  What doubts are you struggling with?  What failures are 

you feeling?  How’s your self-esteem?  How have you royally screwed things up and have tried to hide as 

best you can?  Who can you trust with who you really are?  How lonely are you?  These are tough, 

penetrating questions that beg to be answered honestly should we choose to grow in maturity and 

depth as leaders, as Jesus followers, as human beings. 

How about your church?  How are you shaping things toward honesty, which requires vulnerability that 

allows for brokenness?  How are you figuring out how to create such places that reach a culture that 

outwardly wants spit and polish yet secretly longs for raw, unvarnished hope for real life? 


