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Speaking of Brokenness

What words do you use for the hardest things in life? How do you summarize 
experiences of weakness, threat, pain, failure, guilt, and despair? Listen in as 
four different people describe their experience.

After his seventeen-year-old daughter was murdered in a school shooting, 
her father says, through sobs, “We are broken.” He and his wife are anguished, 
numb, and overwhelmed with shock and pain. He is tormented with regret 
that he could not protect her. He is angry at the injustice and sheer wrongness 
of what happened. He is drowning in grief. And he speaks truly from the 
heart, “I don’t know what to do next…. We are broken.” What can he do? 
Where can he turn? 

* * *

A man faces relentless personal attack: “Reproaches have broken my 
heart, so that I am in despair. I looked for pity, but there was none, and for 
comforters, but I found none.” These are the words David used when facing 
hostility, taunting, shame, mocking, cruelty, and lies (Psalm 69:20). He felt 
distraught and overwhelmed, anguished and powerless. He was being stalked 
by killers. He felt sick with despair. He was alone, helpless, and comfortless. 
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He speaks truly, “Reproaches have broken my heart.” But even as he says 
this, a striking redemptive process is unfolding. When those brokenhearted 
by suffering cry for help, God turns toward them in mercy.

* * *

A single woman in her early-30s, with downcast eyes, is barely audible 
when she says, “I’m sexually broken.” She is in anguish amid the wreckage of 
her sexuality. She had been molested by her grandfather as a pre-teen. Now 
years later, she still feels dark storms of shame, anger, fear, regret, and misery 
at that betrayal. “I wish it would all just go away, that it never happened, that 
everything could be OK again.” And her sexual impulses in the years since 
have run wild. Her innumerable fornications have veered from homosexual 
to heterosexual and back. Her fantasies have flirted with pedophilia and 
sado-masochism. All this has been inflamed by pornography and nurtured 
by reckless sexual experimentation. She feels dark, dirty, guilty, corrupted, 
unredeemable, ashamed, unforgivable. “Where do I even begin? I wish that 
what I’ve done would all just go away, and I could start over.” She speaks truly, 
“I’m sexually broken.” She is a sinner-sufferer: broken by sufferings, broken 
by sins, broken by the consequences of sin. Where can she begin? Where can 
she turn?

* * *

In the aftermath of his lust, adultery, scheming, murder, and cover up, 
David said, “The sacrifices of God are a broken spirit; a broken and contrite 
heart, O God, you will not despise” (Ps 51:17). What he had done was 
deliberate, unprovoked, treacherous, and inexcusable. He is a sinner-sufferer 
crushed by true guilt. He repents. God hears, truly forgives, and restores him. 
When those brokenhearted by sin cry for help, God turns toward them in 
mercy.

* * *

These four vignettes—two sufferers and two sinner-sufferers—cover a lot 
of ground. Each person speaks of feeling broken. Each describes heartbreak 
in the face of overwhelming problems. The words of the bereaved father and 
the anguished woman are similar to the words of the sufferer and the sinner-
sufferer in Psalms. The same human experiences are in view: we suffer. But 
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there are differences. The people who find their voice in Scripture see a way 
forward. They see the God of mercy. And, as we shall see in the pages that 
follow, they use the language of brokenness not only to describe their misery, 
but also to describe a half-dozen other very significant factors. Therein lie the 

questions that animate this article: How do you speak of brokenness in ways 
that do justice to all that is going on? And how do you speak of brokenness as 
the door to life and wholeness?

Broken is one of those strong Bible words that challenges us to get 
honest about ourselves and our plight. It is similar to other strong words that 
accurately describe us: imprisoned,  afflicted, enslaved, refugee, wandering, 
crushed, weak, needy, blind, deaf, lost, sinful, outcast, rebel, dying, and dead. 
What afflicts us is serious—deadly serious. An awareness of grievous need 
makes us cry out for deep, effective mercies. Christ has mercies deeper than 
everything that is broken.

And brokenhearted is another strong Bible word. It describes an honest cry 
for help. God opposes the self-satisfied, but he gives grace to the downcast, 
the dejected, the needy, the poor in spirit, those who hunger and thirst (James 
4:6; Matt 5:3–6). Conscious neediness is the elemental stance of the Psalms. 
It is the unexpected door to joy, hope, and love.

Something is broken in human experience. We are haunted by vanity, 
disappointment, and loss. And something is broken in the operating system of 
the human heart. What goes wrong in our lives is not simply that we make a few 
mistakes, that some plans don’t work out, that some dreams are disappointed, 
that people hurt us (and we hurt them). What’s most wrong with us and our 
world can’t be fixed by upbeat self-talk, an action plan, taking a deep breath, 
changing your eating habits, or getting a better support system. A broken 
human being is very hard to fix.

Broken is one of those strong Bible words 
that challenges us to get honest about 

ourselves and our plight. 
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