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I dwell in possibilities. 
~~Emily Dickinson 

 

Musings on                                                            
Heartbreak and the Human Journey 

By Dr. W. Craig Gilliam 

 
Perhaps this is what the stories meant when they called somebody 

heartsick. Your heart and your stomach and your whole insides                                                                                         
felt empty and hollow and aching. 

― Gabriel García Márquez 

 
The heart was made to be broken. 

~~Oscar Wilde 

 
Jesus wept. 

~~John 11:35 

 
As ministers, leaders and human beings, what are our experiences of heartbreak? 
How do we deal with that experience? Do we flee; do we fight, do we withdraw? Do 
we deny it or can we accept it as a soulful part of the human journey?  In this article 
are musings on the phenomenon of heartbreak as part of the human journey. 
 
Heartbreak is something we feel happens only when things have gone wrong: a 
shattered dream, a child lost before time, a loved one rejects us, a broken marriage, 
feelings of betrayal from a close friend, health issues unexpectedly arise, the 
termination from a church, ministry or job prematurely, a loved one dies. Then there 
is the intensity of collective grief when a community’s heart breaks or soul is 
shattered from a leader’s misconduct or a natural disaster that leaves behind ruins. 
 
Often we believe heartbreak is to be avoided; something to guard against, a chasm 
to watch for and then walk carefully around.  The hope is to live without it and to 
taste as little of it as possible, but all evidence is to the contrary of these child-like 
hopes.  
 
Heartbreak is as inescapable and inevitable as breathing. It is a part and parcel of 
every path, asking for its dues in every sincere course an individual takes.  It may be 

https://www.goodreads.com/author/show/13450.Gabriel_Garc_a_M_rquez
https://www.goodreads.com/author/show/3565.Oscar_Wilde
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that there is no real life without the raw revelation of 
heartbreak.  There is no single path we can take within a life 
that will allow us to escape without having that imaginative 
organ we call the heart broken by what it holds and then has 
to let go. 
 
In a sobering physical sense, every heart does eventually break, as the precipitating 
reason for death or because the rest of the body has given up before it. Because we 
in a network of intricately woven relationships with people, the earth, our vocation 
and careers, the animal world, the created order and the creator of it, we will 
experience heartbreak, and we will cause heartbreak.  Heartbreak is part of what it 
means to be human.  
 
Hearts break in an imaginative and psychological sense. There is almost no path a 
human being can follow that does not lead to heartbreak. A marriage, a committed 
vow to another—even the most settled, loving relationship will break our hearts at 
one time or another. Parenthood, no matter the sincerity of our love for a child, will 
always break the mold of our motherly or fatherly hopes. A good work, if taken 
seriously, will often take everything we have and still leave us wanting.  Finally even 
the most compassionate self-examination should, if we are sincere, lead eventually 
to existential disappointment. 
 
As a parent, I remember from my sons, where there is the greatest potential for pain 
comes the source for the most profound joy. To be without one is to miss out on the 
other. I would not trade my sons or those experiences of great joy and deep pain for 
all the money in the world. Heartbreak and joy grow from the same source. The poet 
Mary Oliver captures this in her poem We Shake With Joy. She writes: 
 

We shake with joy, we shake with grief. 
What a time they have, these two  

housed as they are in the same body. 
 
Then there are our institutions through which we serve. We experience heartbreak 
and disappointment from them. As young ministers, we discover it is not all we 
anticipate or imagine. As older ministers, we might feel unappreciated, our 
experience undervalued. As ministers, we might even feel betrayed.  Disillusionment 
can become our despairing way. The positive side of this experience of heartbreak 
and disillusionment toward the institution is that disillusionment removes illusions.  
From there, a more mature engagement can be held, nurtured and realized.  
 
Doesn’t being a Christian spare us from such deep heartbreak and disappointing pain? 
I do not think so. Some forms of unhealthy Christianity try to deny or repress certain 
feelings and emotions like anger, pain, heartbreak and disappointment. Some try to 
say sadness and grief do not have a place in our joyful souls, but I do not believe this 
is true. A theology that is not large enough to contain the full range of human 
emotions and the experiences that help create them is not a broad enough theology 

http://www.fotosearch.com/CSP918/k9183070/
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or psychology. The Christian journey does not spare us from being 
human or exclude us because of the experience. I believe it invites us 
more deeply and honestly into it—both the fullness of joy and depths 
of pain.  
 
Loss, grief, disappointment and heartbreak are part of the experience 
of being alive.  Our soulful humanness is incubated and ripened in the 
dreams and sufferings of our lives. ”If you live long enough, serious 
things will happen,” William Stafford remarks. But as we make that heroes’ and 
heroines’ journey embracing our experience and making space for its vastness and 
depth, no matter how raw, we are not alone and know that others have been 
through it before us and are with us. Jesus’ life displays this full range of human 
experience and invites us to do the same. In Albert Camus’ words, we are invited 
“….to live to the point of tears.” 
 
In Sir Edmond Dyer’s lines: 
 

True hearts have eyes and ears no tongues to speak: 
They hear, and see, and sigh, and then they break. 

 
Dyer reminds us of the inevitability of heartbreak. It is part of what it means to be 
human.  The Elizabethan poets and writers were familiar with this reality of 
heartbreak as part of life.  Shakespeare’s tragedies depict this reality. 
 
 Jesus’ journey is packed with heartbreak and disappointment. Who are we to be 
different? In the cup of communion, we have the symbol of this phenomenon, deep 
pain and ecstatic joy held together in one common cup from which we drink.  The 
container is strong enough, broad enough, wide enough and deep enough to hold. 
 
In the poem, Dark Harbor, the poet Mark Strand writes:  

 
How do you turn pain 

into its own memorial, how do you write it down. 
Turning it into itself as witnessed 

through pleasure, so it can be known, even loved, 
as it lives in what it could be. 

 
Realizing its inescapable nature, we can see heartbreak not as the end of the road or 
the cessation of hope but as the close embrace of the essence of what we have 
wanted or are about to lose.  It is the hidden DNA of our relationship with life, 
outlining outer forms by the intimate physical experience generated by its absence. 
 
Heartbreak can ground us in whatever grief we are experiencing, set us to planting a 
seed with what we have left or appreciate what we have even as we stand in its 
ruins.  If heartbreak is inevitable and inescapable, it asks us to look for it, to see it as 

http://www.fotosearch.com/CSP411/k4119887/


 4 

our constant and instructive companion, and perhaps, in the 
depth of its impact as well as in its hindsight, see it as its own 
reward.  
 
Heartbreak does not ask us to look for an alternative path, 
because there is no alternative path. It is an introduction to what 
we love and have loved, an inescapable question.  Heartbreak is something and 
someone, an experience that has been with us all along, asking us to be ready for the 
ultimate letting go. 
 

Heartbreak, why? 
Pain why? Why loss? 

Why is heartbreak necessary? 
Why is life such that no pain, no gain? 

Why? Why? Why? 
 

I don’t know. 
But in my soul, I tell myself that 

heartbreak 
creates the cracks through which new light enters, 

for new love to sprout, 
for new relationships to form. 

Through heartbreak, 
we are invited to a deeper, more grounded place. 

Through heartbreak,  
a new identity, 

a new way of being, 
of standing 

a robust vulnerability 
is incarnated. 

A new story emerges. 
 

But really, why? 
“I don’t know.” 

Such not knowing breaks my heart, 
 people who “know” break it even more, 

but broken or not, the mystery continues, 
and life goes on beautifully, mysteriously, ominously. 

 
In time, our broken hearts become 

cups of communion for others 
deep enough, broad enough, wide enough, strong enough, profound enough 

to hold the paradoxical mystery in one 
from which others 

who experience the same 
can drink. 

http://www.fotosearch.com/CSP204/k2044345/
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But why? 
 

In the words of Sir Edward Dyer,  
“True hearts have eyes and ears no tongues to speak: 

They hear, and see, and sigh, and then they break.” 
  

Trust the path, 
make your journey, 

be open to the experience 
apprentice your own undoing, 

listen to the questions 
all as stones on the path. 

Drink joy, 
live life, 

embrace the encounters, 
live 

 “to the point of tears.” 
In all its wonder, paradox and mystery 

just beyond the words, 
thank God that we are alive. 

 
Drink to the bottom 

its profound joys and bitter heartbreaks, 
for out of a broken heart grows a budding flower. 

We are equal to the losses we encounter. . . 
But why? 

 
Agree or disagree. You are invited into the conversation! 

 
Someone I loved once gave me 

a box full of darkness. 
It took me years to understand 

that this, too, was a gift. 
~~Mary Oliver, The Uses of Sorrow 

 
It's a shallow life that doesn't give a person a few scars. 

~~ Garrison Keillor 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

http://www.fotosearch.com/CSP991/k11865305/
https://www.goodreads.com/author/show/2014.Garrison_Keillor
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From Prayers of Walter Brueggemann 
 

The poems conflict us 
the intrusion of pain, 
the eruption of anger, 
the embrace of rage, 

and then bewilderment and wonderment and awe. 
Our lives in faith are situated among the poets: 

The poet talks about, 
swords to plowshares, 

spears to pruning hooks, 
and unlearning war. 

But answered by a shadow poet who bids us, 
 

plowshares to swords, 
pruning hooks to spears, 

be not a weakling! (Joel 3:10) 
 

The poems conflict us, as we are conflicted, 
sensing and knowing better, 

knowing better, but yielding. 
Do not deliver us from the clashing poems 

that are you word to us. 
But give us courage and freedom and faith. . . O Prince of Peace. 

Amen. 
 
 
 

Pain is human. 
~~Wallace Stevens 

 
 

Day to day pours forth speech, 
and night to night declares knowledge. 

~~Psalm 19:2  

 
 

I am circling around God, around the ancient tower, 
and I have been circling for a thousand years, 

and I still don’t know if I am a falcon, or a storm, 
or a great song. 

~~Rainer Maria Rilke 
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Upcoming Opportunities through  
The Center for Pastoral Excellence 

 

Residents in Ministry 2014-2015 Gathering Dates 
 

All gatherings are at The Wesley Center, except for the Abbey Retreat. 
All day gatherings are 9:30AM – 3:30PM. 
 
RIM One 
 10/7/2014 

11/4/2014 
12/2/14 
2/3/15 
4/13-15/15 – Abbey Retreat (St. Joseph’s Abbey, Covington) 

RIM Two 
10/6/2014 
11/3/2014 
4/13-15/15 – Abbey Retreat (St. Joseph’s Abbey, Covington) 

RIM Three: 
4/13-15/15 – Abbey Retreat (St. Joseph’s Abbey, Covington) 

 
 
 

An offering from Perkins School of Theology: 

 
Additional information:    http://justpeaceumc.org/event/perkins_healing_congregational_conflicts/  

 
 
 

Beyond living and dreaming 
There is something more important: 

Waking up. 
~~Antonio Machido 

 
 
 

http://justpeaceumc.org/event/perkins_healing_congregational_conflicts/
http://www.smu.edu/Perkins/PublicPrograms/Preaching and Worship Pastoral Certificate Program
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What seems to be a kind of vibrancy in me is 
From having called on spirit, having called 
On God to fill me, and the: ‘I’m enthusiastic! 

I’m up! I’m doing! I’m believing! I’m trying! I’m failing! I’m losing! I’m finding! It’s all all right.’” 
~~Maya Angelou 

 
 

 
 

Even the happy life cannot be without a measure of darkness, and the word 'happiness'             
would lose its meaning if it were not balanced by sadness 

Carl Jung 
 

 

~~Poetic Meditation~~ 
 

The lowest trees have tops 
Sir Edmond Dyer  

A poem on the height of the lowly, mutual humanity, the lowest trees have tops; love and 
heartbreak are part of the journey to being human. 

 
The lowest trees have tops, the ant her gall, 
The fly her spleen, the little spark his heat, 

And slender hairs cast shadows though but small, 
And bees have stings although they be not great. 

Seas have their source, and so have shallow springs, 
And love is love in beggars and in kings. 

 
Where waters smoothest run, deep are the fords, 

The dial stirs, yet none perceives it more: 
The firmest faith is in the fewest words, 

The turtles cannot sing, and yet they love, 
True hearts have eyes and ears no tongues to speak: 

They hear, and see, and sigh, and then they break. 
 

 
Do no harm. 

Do good. 
Stay in love with God. 

~~Ruben Job 

 
God heals the heartbroken 

and bandages their wounds. 
Psalm 147:3 

 

http://www.searchquotes.com/quotation/Even_the_happy_life_cannot_be_without_a_measure_of_darkness%2C_and_the_word_%27happiness%27_would_lose_its/1236/
http://www.searchquotes.com/quotation/Even_the_happy_life_cannot_be_without_a_measure_of_darkness%2C_and_the_word_%27happiness%27_would_lose_its/1236/
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Thanks for your ministry! 
If we can be of assistance in any way, please let us know. 

May God bless you! 
 

For more information, please contact us at: 
Dr. W. Craig Gilliam, Director 
wcraiggilliam@hotmail.com 

504-250-4046 
or 

Linda Gregg, Administrative Assistant 
225-490-0308 

centerforpastoralexcellence@la-umc.org  
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