
My friends Gary Lovejoy and Greg Knopf have written a fresh and insightful
book on a vitally important subject. They view depression as an alarm system that
alerts us to issues we should address, as interdependent people who need God and
each other. Having finished Light in the Darkness, I am left appreciating their
handling of true and false guilt, the need for authenticity, how depression has
been stereotyped, and their thoughtful depiction of biblical characters who faced
depression. I found this book warm, helpful, biblically solid, and full of hope.

—Randy aLcoRn, author of Heaven, The Treasure Principle, and Deception

This book, like the Psalms of Lament from which it draws in part, presents
real issues that affect many, many people. It addresses the problem of those
who would challenge the spirituality, even the salvation, of people who are
beset with depression. But depression has ranged through time barriers and is
no respecter of persons (christian or not). In Light in the Darkness, there is help
for many, even for troubled critics.

—dR. RonaLd B. aLLen, senior professor of Bible 
exposition, dallas Theological Seminary

In the past thirty-five years, I have witnessed too many pastors who have lost
their passion for ministry due to depression. I strongly recommend this book
for all leaders who want to maintain their zeal for ministry in their forties,
fifties, and sixties. What’s more, I highly recommend it for everyone in their
congregations, especially those who are hurting and wondering how their faith
relates to their pain.

—JoHn BRadLey, president, IdaK Group

Knowing Gary Lovejoy and Greg Knopf, I expected their book to be filled with
deep psychological and medical wisdom backed by years of clinical experience.
I was not disappointed! But I hadn’t quite expected the depth and breadth of
biblical and theological insights. now I don’t know how to categorize the book.
Is it a fine theology text, an excellent commentary on the whole Bible, or the
best christian book on depression I’ve ever read? Perhaps all of the above!

—GeRRy BReSHeaRS, PHd, professor of theology, Western Seminary, 
and coauthor of Vintage Jesus and Vintage Church

after pastoring for over thirty years, I have come to the conclusion that many
followers of christ struggle with depression. drs. Lovejoy and Knopf have
recognized the important balance of integrating the roots of depression and the
important principles and tools (backed by sound biblical doctrine) that people
can use to respond more effectively in overcoming their depression. This book
is long overdue and I know it will have a profound impact on the many people
who desire to be free of the emotional battle that haunts their daily lives.

—daLe e. eBeL, senior pastor emeritus, Rolling Hills community church



The complex interactions of spiritual, psychological, and physical factors that
contribute to depression need real and understandable answers. Good news! Here
is hope and insight. This book is a guide, not down a road of guilt and shame,
but provides a path into freedom and wholeness.

—MaRcuS “GoodIe” GoodLoe, catalyst, Mosaic church

at last! Here is an extraordinary blend of fresh, empathetic, biblical counsel for
all who struggle with depression. If you are looking for a pathway out of the
darkness, you will want to read Light in the Darkness. Its pages are brimming
with practical tools and powerful messages of hope. The updated medical infor-
mation adds a dimension rarely seen in books of this nature. I know Light in
the Darkness will be a treasure for anyone struggling with depression.

—aLIce GRay, coauthor of The Worn Out Woman

aptly named, Light in the Darkness offers hope to those whose lives have been
disrupted by the common cold of human suffering: depression. In this book,
drs. Lovejoy and Knopf provide biblical, theological, psychological, and med-
ical counsel that is both sound and practical. It is a valuable resource for those
who suffer with depression, as well as the clinicians who work with them.

—Gene HaRKeR, Md, PHd, physician, psychologist, and professor

drs. Lovejoy and Knopf have spent decades providing guidance and medical
support for people in the “fog” of depression. now, through sound biblical
teaching and psychological and medical insight, Light in the Darkness deliv-
ers a reason to hope for believers with depression who have often suffered in
silent darkness.

—dennIS HendeRSon, PSyd, licensed psychologist and vice president of 
Western Psychological and counseling Service

This book is impressive! clearly thought-out and researched. It is a study in
depression that will help those who read it better understand themselves and
how God will cause growth in the worst of times (when it really doesn’t feel
like he is). It is also the best biochemical interpretation of depression that I
have read, and the appendix info is very helpful as well.

—ReG P. MaRTo, PHd, clinical psychologist

depression is a significant roadblock to being conformed to the image of
christ. It is time we gave people permission and skills needed to embark upon
a holistic journey of healing in christ in this crucial area. I believe this book
can play a significant part in that journey.

—dR. RIcK McKInLey, pastor of Imago dei community, author of 
This Beautiful Mess and Jesus in the Margins



Too often there is misunderstanding in the christian community regarding
mental illness—its meaning and interpretation—with harsh consequences for
those lacking understanding. This book presents a wonderful integration of
psychological and spiritual insight offering real hope to those suffering from
depression. Highly recommended.

—Jon MeSSInGeR, Md, psychiatrist

I read this manuscript on a day when I felt troubling thoughts tugging at my
heart. I found challenge, clarity, concrete hope, and—best of all—some
moments of “aha! That’s what’s going on!” Teens and adults, men and women,
husbands and wives, sons and daughters, dads and moms—all can be helped
by the God-honoring view of depression contained in these pages.

—eLISa MoRGan, ceo of MoPS International and publisher of FullFill magazine

If you or a loved one is suffering from the ravages of depression, drs. Gary
Lovejoy and Gregory Knopf are the ones you would want to guide you through
the experience. This book is the synthesis of over thirty years of practice and
teaching by men of deep integrity with a unique sensitivity to the human heart.
It is a captivating integration of psychological issues and theological perspec-
tives that evokes an entirely new appreciation for the emotionally healing role
of a person’s faith.

—WILLIaM H. MuLLInS, PHd, clinical psychologist

Most of us who pick up a book and see the word depression initially think,
“Hmmm, not for me!” But do yourself and those you love a big favor and read
this. you’ll be surprised at what you learn about yourself while at the same
time learning how to help others. you will find that it is very insightful and con-
tains lots of useful information.

—dR. GeoRGe PoWeLL, senior pastor, abundant Life church

If you have never sunk beneath the waves of depression, you can be very grate-
ful. If you are now feeling overwhelmed by your emotions and even feeling
guilty about them, this book can serve as a life preserver for you. If you are a
christian physician or a pastor or you have a friend experiencing depression,
Light in the Darkness will help you to help them. It contains advice about
depression that almost everyone can use.

—dR. Haddon RoBInSon, Gordon-conwell Theological Seminary

Finally a biblical view of depression that makes sense! all of us have visited the
dark hole of despair and depression—some of us have lived there too long. This
book is a must-read for anyone who wants to climb out of that hole or help some-
one else out. drs. Lovejoy and Knopf in Light in the Darkness: Finding Hope
in the Shadow of Depression not only focus a biblical and informed professional
light on depression, but chart the biblical course out of the storm into the calm.

—dR. RIcH RoLLInS, coauthor of Redeeming Relationships



Where was this book when I hit the wall? drs. Lovejoy and Knopf open the
door to understanding and walking through the real pain of depression. It’s clear,
practical, and points to the Source of all hope. If you or someone you care
about is experiencing depression, read this book.

—Randy SHaW, director of northwest church Planting and founding pastor of Mosaic

What a great book! I couldn’t put it down until I reached the final page. Lovejoy
and Knopf combine a solid biblical worldview with a medical and psychological
insight to create one of the best books on the human struggle I’ve read in years. If
you care about people, you must read Light in the Darkness. This is a book
about faith, hope, and health. It’s a book that will help you help others and
help yourself.

—dR. STeve STePHenS, coauthor of The Worn Out Woman, 20 Rules and 
Tools for a Great Marriage, and Risking Faith

drs. Lovejoy and Knopf have written an easy-to-approach book that will help us
better understand the nature of depression and exercise our spiritual circuits to
help restore wellness. The authors explain how there is a fog present, not only
from the illness, but from self-imposed guilt, doubt, shame, and uncertainty. They
illuminate a clear path for the believer to regain hope. Light in the Darkness is
precisely on target. This is a book I will want all of my patients of faith who
struggle with depression to read. Indeed, I am pleased to recommend it to
everyone, including family members, pastors, and counselors as an excellent
study of the path to recovery from depression through a spiritual journey from
legalism to grace through faith. This uplifting guide will help many back onto
the path of healing of both mind and spirit.

—WaRneR B. SWaRneR, Md, medical director, cornerstone clinical Services

I highly recommend the book Light in the Darkness: Finding Hope in the Shadow
of Depression by drs. Gary Lovejoy and Gregory Knopf. It is a must-read for
counselors, pastors, and those struggling with depression to help them find a
greater understanding of the struggles of depression. It also explains that we do
not have to live in despair but can live with joy if we understand what depression
is telling us and don’t ignore it. I am looking forward to referring the book to
many to find incredible healing.

—JuLIe WoodLey, founder and director of Restoring the Heart Ministry
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We dedicate this book to our clients—once-hurting people who invited us
into their lives for a short time, whose transparency helped us to see the
conflicts that often exist between spiritual understanding and emotional
experience—that is, between faith and adversity. We commend their
courage to challenge their thinking with the truth—something that God has
bid us all to do. above all, we thank them for the ways they encouraged us
to reexamine our own faith, to make it more real and relevant to the issues
God’s Word has addressed, and to do so with compassion and tenderness.
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FOREWORD

If you want advice about fixing your car, you seek an experienced
mechanic; if you want advice about selling your home, you seek a 
successful real estate agent; and if you want to know more about the
weather, you seek the reports of a trained meteorologist. But if you want
to understand something as deeply personal as your experience of
depression, you would seek not merely a competent therapist but one
whose mature christian faith is evident and whose values are similar to
your own. In all the years I have known him (and that goes back to our
college days together), dr. Gary Lovejoy has been and is such a person.
His unwavering belief in God’s healing power, his deep love for people,
his intellectual curiosity, and his understanding of the paradoxical traps
others find themselves in make him uniquely compassionate about the
christian’s struggle with depression.

always a man to thoroughly prepare himself for something, Gary is
well-educated and trained as a therapist who systematically explores
every dimension of a problem. after many years of private practice in
which he has counseled several thousand depressed people, many of
them believers, dr. Lovejoy has come to some important conclusions
about integrating spiritual and emotional insights that reframe the issues
clients most often struggle with. In Light in the Darkness: Finding Hope
in the Shadow of Depression, he answers the question that is so commonly
found on the lips of troubled christians about how to relate their depressive



experience to their faith. Many of them feel guilty about being depressed or
believe they have somehow failed God by not being sufficiently
“happy”—and so have become even further depressed. But dr. Lovejoy
fits their struggles into the larger picture of the image of God in each one
of us. He does this in an intensely engaging style, using many relevant
examples that bring his ideas into the living room of our experience. By
identifying how depression, like anger and fear, is a key emotional alarm
system signaling that something in our life needs our attention, he has
removed the stigma so many people I have known place on emotional
struggles.

Like pain in the physical body, the authors argue that depression is not
itself the primary problem but rather a signal calling attention to that prob-
lem. To this end, dr. Lovejoy debunks many of the myths christians
believe (and the church sometimes teaches), which serve to inhibit them
from even seeking the help they need in the first place. He accurately
reveals how God has actually responded to his servants’ episodes of
depression, episodes that are described in detail in the Bible. He points out
that most of the great characters of redemptive history suffered depression
at one time or another, and yet God used them mightily for his glory. 

Without a doubt, Light in the Darkness: Finding Hope in the Shadow
of Depression is a book that provides the proper basis for understand-
ing self-acceptance, even during the most trying of times. It provides,
too, an eye-opening discussion on the misguided perceptions about God
that weigh many of us down and the uplifting alternative rooted in the
intimacy we all desire. along the way, dr. Lovejoy makes many useful
and practical suggestions for dealing with the various depression-gen-
erating strategies we sometimes employ to solve our problems. For this
reason alone, he has provided a much-needed volume in a critical area
of emotional life. For the believer, myself included, it especially
addresses those troubling questions that create as much distress for our
spiritual life as they do for our emotional health.

Included in this meaningful integration of psychological and theo-
logical concepts is a thorough discussion by coauthor dr. Gregory Knopf
concerning the current scene of antidepressant medications. He helpfully
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points out how each of these medications is used and when they may be
contraindicated. as a medical professional, he gives us a peek into the
physiology of depression that puts our mind at rest about the conditions
under which antidepressant medication is most needed and effective.

all in all, this book should be available for reference in every christian
home. Besides being a great read, it is an invaluable aid in keeping our
heads straight about God’s view of our struggles. I could not recom-
mend it more highly for our depressed brothers and sisters, and for those
who work with them.

dr. Gary Smalley
author and speaker on family relationships
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PREFACE

We were doing a series on the Psalms in our church, and I was due to
speak on Sunday. as I looked over the psalm chosen for that week,
Psalm 22, I could only think of the folks I had counseled just the week
before who struggled with the emotional pain conveyed in this psalm. as
they poured out stories of hurt, I could see this psalmist nodding his head
in empathy. Indeed, his feelings of abandonment are all too familiar: “My
God, my God, why have you forsaken me? Why are you so far from
saving me, so far from the words of my groaning? o my God, I cry out
by day, but you do not answer, by night, but I find no rest. . . . But I am
a worm and not a man, scorned by everyone and despised by the people”
(vv. 1–2, 6).

Many of us have felt something like this at some point in our lives.
Some of these words were even uttered by our Lord in his agony on the
cross. But they were originally King david’s deeply felt words of despair. 

Low points. We all have them. The trouble is, we usually don’t know
what to do when we’re there or how to make sense of them in light 
of our faith. In fact, we tend to think they indicate that we’re spiritual
failures. 

one day, some time ago, dr. Knopf and I were caught up in a 
conversation about the frequency of this kind of thinking among our
christian patients. We had both come to the same conclusion: what
makes depression difficult for many christians is their confusion over



what it reflects about their spiritual life. over the years, we have
watched countless believers wrestle with self-hatred and self-blame,
convinced they are useless to God and a burden to others. They strug-
gle with the idea that God actually wants them to treat themselves with
grace and to see themselves for what they are: the marvelous result of
his compassionate handiwork. This is what christian psychologists and
others variously call “self-esteem” or “self-acceptance.” But God calls
it simply knowing the truth. 

as Psalm 139 points out in beautiful poetic terms, if anyone knows
us, God does. He created us with strengths in order to testify of his glory
and honor. He has designed everything about us down to the smallest
detail. nothing was left to chance.

It should not surprise us, then, that depression is part of that design. 
What? How is that possible? Because depression exposes the ways

we are thinking and behaving that are unhealthy for us. It dramatizes
how far we have drifted in our faulty processing of the past. depression
is unpleasant because it is a purposefully uncomfortable alarm system
designed to get our attention. We don’t need to be afraid of it or use it
as a weapon to dump judgment on ourselves. These reactions only
undermine the real purpose of the experience. 

understanding what God has to say about depression and how he
responds to us when we are going through a dark period tells us a lot
about the God we serve. It also tells us how we can use the experience
of depression as a means of growth that will, in time, strengthen our
relationships with others and deepen our faith in God. Looking at
depression from this perspective gives us a way of seeing that it has,
indeed, a divinely designed purpose. This purpose provides the hope that
is our inheritance in christ for all who are suffering with depression (or
who know someone who is). after all, for both the christian psychother-
apist and the christian physician, the prism of a mutually held faith is
the crucial lens through which true healing must begin and through
which it must triumphantly end. 

This book is the result of ongoing discussions about these things over
many years and is intended as a guide to stimulate further thinking about
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an emotional struggle that is much more common than most people
believe. We hope it enlightens and lightens you. our journey through life
is meant to be shared in community, so we warmly invite you into the
conversation. 

Gary H. Lovejoy, Phd
Gregory M. Knopf, Md
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BEHIND THE SCENES 
OF DEPRESSION
UNRAVELING THE MYSTERY

PART 1



OUR BUILT-IN
ALARM SYSTEM

Our problems are not here for us to solve them but for them to solve us. 

—Salvador de Madariaga, Spanish writer

A couple I (Gary) counseled had recently watched their new, five-
thousand-square-foot home burn to the ground. a shrieking smoke alarm
had startled them awake that night. They jumped out of bed and ran into
the hallway to find the entire back of the house ablaze. Fighting a choking
cloud of smoke, the wife rushed to their son’s bedroom, scooped him up,
and ran out the front door. Her husband called the fire department,
grabbed what possessions he could, and raced out after his family.
dazed, they watched as the flames destroyed their dream home. 

They’d lost so much. But they were forever grateful that their smoke
alarm had worked. It had saved their lives! They still had their son. They
realized, as never before, the importance of warning signals. We may
dislike the shock associated with warning signals, but they do push us
into action, sometimes preventing the unthinkable. as it turned out, this
experience was indeed a turning point for this couple. 

The world is filled with alarms—fire alarms, theft alarms, intruder
alarms, maintenance alarms, and a host of others. our car dashboards
sport an array of warning lights signaling trouble with oil pressure, water
temperature, or the battery. Gauges tell us when to get gas, when we’re
pushing the engine’s rpms too high, even when a door is ajar. We can
hardly take a step without some alarm system protecting our best interests. 

Should it surprise us then that a powerful, wise God would equip our
bodies in a similar way? We’re wired with alarm systems that prepare
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us for the myriad of things that menace our well-being. as one scientist
aptly observed, such bodily alarms are convincing evidence of our grand
design. Indeed they are!

THE PARADOXICAL VALUE OF EMOTIONAL PAIN

as dreadful as depression is, you might be startled to hear that it is
actually one of those alarm systems, and that it, in fact, has the same
protective purpose as other alarms. It protects you by signaling damag-
ing problems that may have escaped your notice. If you do nothing
about these problems, your defenses will disintegrate. depression alerts
you to do something about the problems before they destroy your
chances for meaningful living in the future. In one way or another, they
involve issues that reflect a frustrated search for love and significance. 

depression can warn you that certain emotional attachments are
harmful or that something going on inside you is emotionally destructive;
or it may simply reflect the normal distress of grief from the death of a loved
one. It may also be telling you that your circumstances (or your internal nar-
ratives about them) need to change. even in the experience of grief, if the
depression does not abate, your internal narrative may need intervention. 

as an emotional warning system, depression is but one of four
alarms you have that regulate your quality of life. The other three are
fear, guilt, and anger. These signals tell you that something important is
amiss in your relationships with others, yourself, or both. 

Fear is the alarm system that alerts you to physical or psychological
danger, calling for immediate defense. This is different than constant or
recurrent anxiety, which sounds a false alarm in the absence of concrete
danger, therefore sending a false signal. Guilt is geared to issues of
moral compromise, warning you of spiritual injury if alternative action
isn’t taken. anger is a common reaction to someone who has hurt you
or created some sort of loss in your life. 

anger is one of the most frequently triggered alarm systems, partly
because it signals immediate injury. Quite often, you can become angry
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because you are reciting internalized messages about yourself—messages
that originated with your parents or other significant childhood figures,
messages that are just as mistaken now as they were then. Such anger
is especially likely to occur when you have endured a history of rejec-
tion in a dysfunctional family. It’s typically manifested in high levels
of defensiveness in a relationship. 

anger can also reveal your frustration when you don’t get what you
want when you want it. When this is the case, it arises from self-centered
interests and can become ruinous to your relationships. alternatively, anger
can be a secondary reaction to another signal, such as guilt or fear, essen-
tially serving as cover for an emotion you don’t want to acknowledge. or,
the other way around, it can itself be threatening enough to be repressed,
serving instead to trigger a different emotion, even a stoic reaction.

Whatever the source, anger, when it functions according to design,
can prompt you to reevaluate your communication patterns or change
something in yourself. In fact, without periodic expressions of legiti-
mate anger, your relationships likely would not change much at all.
Instead, they would become stagnant and sterile, remain stuck in a rut
of boredom, and be unfulfilling to everyone. 

Many people wish they handled anger differently. The apostle Paul
taught that although anger itself isn’t sinful, many things we say or do when
we’re angry are (eph. 4:26ff). He distinguished between anger as an emo-
tional state and the rage that is at the root of most destructive attitudes. For
example, he encouraged us to admit to our emotion of anger while avoid-
ing the wrath (lashing out) and bitterness that can so easily follow. 

understanding anger is particularly important, because it’s an early
warning indicator that your present emotional state could possibly descend
into depression if things remain unchanged. anger tends to be more sudden,
even if sometimes subliminal; depression, on the other hand, usually devel-
ops more slowly and manifests its warnings more persistently over time. 

depression is usually elicited by chronic, unresolved issues, which
may go underground because they’re too threatening to deal with openly.
Maybe someone hurts you, so you become angry. Then you feel guilty
about your anger (“I really shouldn’t be angry”), so you bury the feeling
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(and sometimes the guilt) and the slow inner burn feeds the self-hatred
of depression. These kinds of interactions between emotions can
become quite complex—and deadly to the quality of your life. 

one thing is certain: depression, like all emotional alarm systems,
has a way of creating such discomfort that it dominates your attention.
you’re forced to acknowledge that a problem exists; otherwise the inter-
nal havoc will stubbornly persist until you confront and resolve it. 

never forget, its purpose is to point to the value of change. It’s only
when it finally succeeds in prompting this change and producing
growth that you then discover the real reason for viewing depression
optimistically. The truth is that depression is really meant to be your
ally, not your enemy, even if that sounds incomprehensible to you at the
moment. 

This understanding may be contrary to all you have been taught;
nonetheless, it’s the inescapable conclusion about every emotional
alarm—including this one. 

WITH FRIENDS LIKE THIS . . . 

The positive potential of depression can be seen in a powerful way in
a book by journalist andrew Solomon in which he describes his nearly
lifelong battle with despair. Solomon concluded from the drama of his
experience that depressive episodes, though painful, also have the upside
of providing opportunities for examining life more deeply: “The oppo-
site of depression is not happiness but vitality, and my life, as I write this,
is vital, even when sad. . . . almost every day I feel momentary flashes
of hopelessness and wonder every time whether I’m slipping. . . . I hate
those feelings, but I know that they have driven me to look deeper at life,
to find and cling to reasons for living. I cannot find it in me to regret
entirely the course my life has taken. every day, I choose . . . to be alive.
Is that not a rare joy?”1

Mr. Solomon’s experience forced him to understand his own freedom
more fully, to exercise the “rare joy” of making life-changing choices. It
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provided him with greater wisdom and new meaning. It may seem
strange to you, but it also gave him reasons to celebrate the challenge of
adversity.

His experience presents a challenge to everyone who struggles with
depression: you can make choices any way you want to—wisely or
poorly—but no one can take away your opportunity to make them. even
when facing conditions you cannot change, the choice of attitude is
always yours—no one else’s. 

even though depression can have a beneficial purpose, nobody, of
course, ever wishes for it. I’m not saying anyone should. But when
depression does strike, you stand to gain more from life by learning its
lessons. Remember, this is why James encouraged us to accept the test-
ing of our faith, because such experiences can, in effect, strengthen our
stamina for hard times (James 1:2–8). 

Testing can also give you wisdom to recognize the dangerous insta-
bility James referred to as “double-mindedness,” the habit of vacillating
between conviction and cynicism. This instability gradually allows help-
lessness and fatalism to creep in, and that provides the grounds for
depression to follow. When emotional endurance replaces this instabil-
ity, it produces character, the kind that results in steadfast hope in who
God is (Rom. 5:3–5). 

you might be thinking, “yes, but how can I keep a strong faith when
everything in my life is crashing down around me and I’m depressed out
of my skull? am I supposed to feel guilty now because I’m questioning
everything?” The simple answer to the latter question is an unequivocal
no. God doesn’t expect you to have superhuman emotional strength—
he knows you can become overwhelmed by life’s adversities. He knows,
too, that you may lapse into doubt and anxiety. all he asks is that you
be honest, both with yourself and with him. Remember that although
God rebuked Job’s friends for their false legalism, he praised Job for
his honesty about his anger and confusion. 

God’s ways will at times no doubt be difficult to discern, especially
when your experience contradicts your expectations. But responding
with cynicism only blinds you to seeing God’s presence and purpose in
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the midst of your hardship. Persistent faith, on the other hand, calls you
to depend on God’s goodness. Some people put God on trial for their
suffering, attacking his character—a tendency Paul confronted in
Romans 9. But without a righteous God, nothing about faith or hope
makes sense. Truly, the existence of any goodness in the world is attrib-
uted to God’s righteous presence and sovereign purpose. evil will not
forever prevail, because God refuses to abandon you to the shipwreck
of your own circumstances. 

author edith Schaeffer once noted that if you argue for an imper-
sonal universe—one without a personal God intimately invested in us—
then the very existence of human personality would be tragically,
logically absurd. It would be futile to understand why people enjoy
reflecting on the human condition, why they engage in interpersonal
communication, or even why they love one another. as Schaeffer put it,
these pursuits would be as meaningless as “fish developing lungs in an
airless universe.”2 The deepest longings of humankind would be reduced
to merely illusion. 

But if you attribute the universe to a personal God, your experience
becomes intelligible—and purposeful. your desires and behaviors can
fit into a sensible pattern. Life is complex; it can’t always be reduced to
simple, predictable terms. But God, in his mercy, has equipped you with
emotional signals to help you adapt to the world’s complexity—and,
after the fall, to its dangers. 

These signals, difficult though they may be to manage, are necessary
for healthy functioning. That’s why I have likened the alerting role of
depression to the biological alarm system of pain. In other words, depres-
sion is to the psychological self as pain is to the physical self. It’s obvi-
ous that almost no one enjoys pain. It’s usually the last thing people
would call beneficial. Many would prefer to be completely numb to it.
But that rare individual born partially or wholly unable to feel pain holds
a different opinion. as unpleasant as it is, pain is perhaps the most valu-
able sensory system you have. It warns you of the potential for damage
to your body, even fatal damage, unless you immediately change what
you’re doing. When you turn an ankle, the pain drives you to remove
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weight from the injured foot, so you limp. If the pain continues, you seek
medical diagnosis and care. otherwise you might further injure the
ankle, perhaps severely. 

The great missionary physician dr. Paul Brand described what happens
to leprosy patients who lose the sense of pain in their extremities. He
watched in horror as an african man reached his pain-deadened hand into
a fire pit to retrieve a fallen yam from the red-hot coals.3 This failure of
the pain warning system explains why leprosy often leads to disfiguring
damage to hands, feet, and other body parts.

Pain is necessary to call attention to disease and injury. It helps guard
your long-term physical health. 

depression performs a similar role regarding your emotional wounds.
Its distressing persistence bears testimony to its significance. Like pain,
you can’t merely will it away. It’s there to tell you something, which means
you ignore it at your peril. But heeding it can lead to valuable insight and
the resolution of sometimes longstanding problems that have compromised
the quality of your life.

Why, then, might you resist allowing depression to serve its purpose?
one reason is that contributing factors often lie deep within you, involv-
ing issues you’ve avoided for a long time. In your efforts to survive
painful past events, you may have insulated yourself from their impact
by denying them. Though you don’t want to be depressed, you may not
want to face the truth either.

Sometimes, too, acknowledging the sources of your despair may seem
to endanger relationships or threaten to shatter your sense of identity.
What’s more, your depression may come out of events that seem unrelated
but that you nonetheless associate with earlier grievous wounds. 

you can see this pattern in Barbara’s struggle with depression. com-
ing from a turbulent alcoholic home, she couldn’t wait to escape from
her family. Barely out of high school, she married an older man she
thought understood and cared for her—a person quite unlike her father.
She dismissed her husband’s history of repeated job firings and two
divorces. She accepted this man’s explanations about tyrannical bosses
and controlling women, which portrayed him as a victim. 
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Within weeks of their wedding, however, she discovered the lies
behind the explanations. He became increasingly abusive. She feared
for her life. His drinking, which she hadn’t known about before they
married, only made things worse. She sometimes cowered before him,
praying to survive his verbal attacks, praying he wouldn’t hurt her . . .
or kill her. Her desperate attempts to placate him did nothing to quell his
rage. “When he starts drinking, it doesn’t matter if I’m nice to him,” she
said. “I think he just wants to attack me. I think he gets a kick out of see-
ing me scared to death. . . . I’m afraid that one of these times he’s not
gonna stop with just words.” 

She became anxious and depressed because she found herself in the
same never-ending nightmare, this time with a reincarnation of her vio-
lent father. Here was yet another destructive relationship with a man.
She felt as trapped as she had when she was a child. 

Barbara sought help from her church but said nothing about her 
husband’s behavior, fearing the leaders would confront him, making things
worse in the prison she called home. So the pastoral staff never really
learned about the pathetic state of her marriage. The consequences of
her silence were devastating. 

Barbara accepted her husband’s accusations that she was “rebel-
lious” and “selfish”—after all, she already believed she was worthless.
She mistakenly assumed responsibility, resigning herself to bear her
burden alone, bolstered only by the tenacity of her legalistic faith. She
had not dared seek counseling with her husband. as a result, he was
never held accountable for his abusive behavior. not surprisingly, she
felt abandoned to perpetual fear of injury and despair for the future. 

She needed to listen to her depression and its message. at the very
least, she needed to seek a new direction for herself. 

OF LEMONS AND LEMONADE 

It’s always useful to draw upon your own natural strengths—
resources you already have for making a difference—especially when

OUR BUILT-IN ALARM SYSTEM

27



you’re depressed. using existing abilities makes the change process feel
more familiar and doable. 

I’m reminded of psychiatrist Milton erickson’s “african violet ther-
apy.” visiting a depressed and sui cidal woman who had withdrawn from
everyone, he noted her interest in african violets. These delicate flow-
ers are difficult to grow, but the woman had a knack for nurturing them.
erickson suggested that she use her talent by giving violets to the prin-
cipals of her church’s weddings, funerals, baptisms, and the like. She
followed his suggestion, and it changed her life. When she died years
later, more than a thousand people attended her memorial—people who
had been moved by her quiet, generous spirit. 

She thought depression meant that her life was worthless. But her
depression was, in fact, a window of discovery. She had a gift perfectly
matched to the world of need. Speaking of our country, but in terms appli-
cable to the individual as well, the poet Robert Frost wrote, “Something
we were withholding made us weak until we found out that it was our-
selves.”4 your unique gift, freely given, opens up unforeseen possibilities
for you and for those you touch. The past may shape the present, but so
also does a healthy anticipation of the future. 

depression represents the challenge of your feelings of helplessness,
your sense of shame, and your burden of guilt. It forces you to rethink
your perceptions of a world that seems at times to demand more than
you can give. It pushes you to consider new insights about yourself,
changes that will help you cope more effectively with adversity. depres-
sion can prompt you to discover how to grow, not in spite of but because
of your pain. If you can learn a more meaningful way to live—and to
give—your depression will have served its purpose. 

Through the years, God has moved mightily through servants who were
prone to depression. For example, some of the great luminaries of church
history—such as Martin Luther, charles Spurgeon, and d. L. Moody—
suffered major depressive episodes. depression is no stranger to God’s peo-
ple. We shouldn’t pretend that it is. It’s far better to be honest about our strug-
gles as believers, to bring a refreshing transparency to the christian
community before a culture that already constantly questions our credibility.
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But most believers share a powerful fear of shedding their façades.
They’re terrified of being judged, especially by their churches. So they
go on living their people-pleasing, sanitized lives, calling it christian
love and believing it pleases God. 

AN INVITATION FOR ALL SEASONS 

all bold responses to pain share something in common: a deeper
sense of purpose that gives meaning in the face of apparent meaning-
lessness. viktor Frankl revealed this as the secret to his survival of the
horrors of the nazi death camp at auschwitz. The apostle Paul also
alluded to it as the enigma of strength through weakness in the midst of
his persecution (2 cor. 12:9). Paul found unusual strength not in himself,
but in a dependency upon God made necessary by the persistence of his
own failures. The success of the gospel—despite Paul’s obvious imper-
fections—simply made the Lord’s victorious hand more visible to the
early church. 

Isn’t it interesting that we are likely to attribute success to God when
it happens in spite of weakness? For example, contrary to a well-delivered
sermon by a great preacher, aren’t we more likely to give the glory to
God when an inexperienced speaker gives a testimony that spiritually
moves the audience? It’s not the speaker’s performance but God’s power
that makes the difference. It’s neither eloquence nor position that wins
hearts and minds. not even martyrdom provides triumph. Rather, the
love only God can supply drives home the message of hope. 

That same love stands ready to transform your life, but you may not
be able to see God’s hand through the veil of your pain. Sometimes you
may despair over your limitations, which hinders your understanding
of the bigger picture. If this is the case, you are likely inhibited from
fully experiencing the kind of relationship God desires to have with you. 

It’s very easy to become bogged down by memories of failed rela-
tionships that have diminished your aspirations. yet God is persistent,
continuing to invite you into intimacy, a banquet of love that often seems
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too good to be true. It seems that way only because it’s an unconditional
love that comes from a God who doesn’t need your attention but never-
theless desires you more deeply than you can ever imagine. 

you’re not going to be perfect in your efforts to walk with God; nor
should you expect to be. God knows your limitations, which is why he
grieves when you reject yourself because of them. It’s because of your pro-
clivity to sin in the first place that he gave you the Holy Spirit to guide and
transform you in ways you can’t do on your own. So, instead of emotion-
ally beating yourself up, he wants you to have joy in your journey. He has
no desire for you to live life merely with a grim determination to make it to
the end. Rather than agitating against your failings (real or imagined), take
comfort in his complete understanding of your humanity. Turning your frus-
tration and wrath on yourself is no better than turning it on others. Try train-
ing your eye on the goal of learning what God can teach you through your
struggles. you might be surprised at what the residuals of pain can reveal.

a gifted client of mine had long been laboring to understand the nature
of this kind of relationship with God. She came to liken it to the intimacy
between a loving father and his child. She arrived at this conclusion as she
worked through her depression: 

It is the question of God’s hand as an intervening, directive force,
or as something resting gently on the believer’s shoulder, infusing
him with the power to see the mysteries that abound. . . . I wonder
if feeling God’s hand on my shoulder is like a father touching a
child to get his attention so he can point out something the child
otherwise would have missed. So it seems that the sense of loss
I’ve experienced is but a part of something much bigger that is
happening to me, like a window of opportunity to understand
things that the mind can never know, only the heart. 

I’m convinced that God is honored when you struggle to understand
him. Faith in him means freely admitting your ignorance and your
questions—just like when the desperate father, seeking Jesus’ help for
his son, cried, “I do believe; help me overcome my unbelief” (Mark
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9:24). God wants you to acknowledge your doubts and fears, because it
prepares you to receive the truth. arrogant certainty will never motivate
you to seek God’s face because it cannot stir the passion to look beyond
the limits of your own mind. 

I recently attended a memorial service for a wonderful christian woman.
She had died from complications related to Hodgkin’s disease. Her early
family environment had been particularly dysfunctional, resulting in the
neglect or rejection of nearly everyone who was supposed to love her. over
the years, she grew remarkably through her suffering, so much so that she
went on to touch the lives of many other troubled people. you see, she was
an excellent therapist, highly respected for her ability to get past the defen-
sive façades of her patients. She was particularly effective with troubled
youth, partly because she uniquely understood their pain. God used her in
a way she never would have dreamed of as a child. 

although she did not have a loving family around her, her impact
was measured by the large crowd who came to pay tribute to her abbre-
viated life. Sitting there listening to the many people testifying to her
influence in their lives, I was reminded once again that God never lets
an experience go to waste. Surely the God who enabled her victory is the
same one who can enable yours. 

If you persevere in your sacred journey of discovery, you will be drawn
into the accepting, redemptive heart of God himself. There you will
find—perhaps with some surprise—that your weakness is made strong
by his love. Paul described this phenomenon as a strange and otherwise
inexplicable peace that wells up within the soul (Phil. 4:4–7). 

contentment doesn’t just happen. contentment is learned. 

INSTRUMENTS OF LOVE 

notice that we keep running again and again into the concept of 
connection—of loving and being loved—that survival kit for the human
heart. even under the most desperate conditions, intimacy’s appeal
lingers in the air, luring each of us with its promise of healing. 
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viktor Frankl described love as an important conduit of meaning—
that loving someone is a primary reason for feeling emotionally alive.5
as long as German death camp prisoners could attribute meaning to their
experience, even if only by treasuring an imagined liberation date, they
could survive the nazis’ worst. This triumph of the spirit was not possi-
ble, however, without reaching beyond the suffering, lifting their eyes to
a hope connected to the relational requirements of the heart. These for-
midable conditions—the common ground of pain—fostered some of the
prisoners’ deepest connections with each other. Frankl saw prisoners at
auschwitz bond with their fellow prisoners, often giving of themselves
to meet one another’s survival needs. one would give his ration of bread
to an ailing friend. or he might complete a chore for a weaker comrade
rather than see him beaten for “dereliction of duty.” These heroic deeds
in the courageous, pain-forged bonds of intimacy momentarily removed
them from their suffering. Their suffering freed them to be vulnerable
and sacrificial toward one another. It brought out the best. It endowed
with nobility people who were otherwise stripped of dignity.

When people reach out of their isolation to others, seeking relief
from their suffering, they inevitably go beyond head knowledge and
appeal to the heart. In this way, the deepest human need is addressed by
the solace of love. notice that Jesus connected his message of redemp-
tion to the passion of his Father for his people. By his sacrifice, he
demonstrated that God’s purpose cannot be vanquished. Through his
pain, he revealed the power of divine intimacy, which is far greater than
the meager offerings of the secular world. 

Because our Lord has shared your earthly pain, you can find in him the
healing opportunity to view your suffering through the window of a lov-
ing Father’s empathy. a relationship with him fills the spiritual void that
makes suffering so much worse, freeing you to rebuild from your losses
on a new foundation. Remember, depression is not merely sadness; it’s
profound emptiness.

even with those losses, God’s love will inspire you to make the most
of what you have left, to assemble the remaining pieces of your life into
a new arrangement. Itzhak Perlman, arguably the world’s finest violinist,
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once demonstrated such triumph. His passion for music enabled him to
craft a magical moment from the shards of apparent misfortune. Read
syndicated columnist Jack Riemer’s account in the Houston Chronicle: 

on november 18, 1995, Itzhak Perlman, the violinist, came on
stage to give a concert at avery Fisher Hall at Lincoln center in
new york city. 

If you have ever been to a Perlman concert, you know that get-
ting on stage is no small achievement for him. He was stricken with
polio as a child, and so he has braces on both legs and walks with
the aid of two crutches. To see him walk across the stage one step
at a time, painfully and slowly, is an awesome sight. He walks
painfully, yet majestically, until he reaches his chair. Then he sits
down, slowly, puts his crutches on the floor, undoes the clasps on
his legs, tucks one foot back and extends the other foot forward.
Then he bends down and picks up the violin, puts it under his chin,
nods to the conductor and proceeds to play. 

By now, the audience is used to this ritual. They sit quietly while
he makes his way across the stage to his chair. They remain rever-
ently silent while he undoes the clasps on his legs. They wait until
he is ready to play. 

But this time, something went wrong. Just as he finished the
first few bars, one of the strings on his violin broke. you could hear
it snap—it went off like gunfire across the room. There was no
mistaking what that sound meant. There was no mistaking what
he had to do. 

People who were there that night thought to themselves: “We
figured that he would have to get up, put on the clasps again, pick
up the crutches and limp his way off stage—to either find another
violin or else find another string for this one.” 

But he didn’t. Instead, he waited a moment, closed his eyes and
then signaled the conductor to begin again. The orchestra began, and
he played from where he had left off. and he played with such pas-
sion and such power and such purity, as they had never heard before. 
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of course, anyone knows that it is impossible to play a sym-
phonic work with just three strings. I know that, and you know that,
but that night Itzhak Perlman refused to know that. you could see
him modulating, changing, and recomposing the piece in his head. at
one point, it sounded like he was de-tuning the strings to get new
sounds from them that they had never made before. 

When he finished, there was an awesome silence in the room. and
then people rose and cheered. There was an extraordinary outburst of
applause from every corner of the auditorium. We were all on our
feet, screaming and cheering, doing everything we could to show how
much we appreciated what he had done. 

He smiled, wiped the sweat from his brow, raised his bow to quiet
us, and then he said—not boastfully, but in a quiet, pensive, reverent
tone—“you know, sometimes it is the artist’s task to find out how
much music you can still make with what you have left.” 

What a powerful line that is. It has stayed in my mind ever since
I heard it. 

and who knows? Perhaps that is the [way] of life—not just for
artists but for all of us. . . . So, perhaps our task in this shaky, fast-
changing, bewildering world in which we live is to make music, at
first with all that we have, and then, when that is no longer possible,
to make music with what we have left.6

This is the artist’s heroic pursuit of the finest he can produce. God,
the artist of life, is the creator of the best in you. even when badly
wounded, you can find new strength in the concerto of his compassion.
only the music he performs on the instrument of your soul can fulfill
you because it alone resonates with who you were created to be. no
broken heartstring need cause you to fall silent and withdraw from the
stage of life. God teaches you to play your damaged instrument with a
new intensity—modulating, changing, and recomposing the music of
your life. When played to the tempo of God’s grace, your song inspires
praise from the hosts of heaven. 
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THE MUSIC OF DISCOVERY 

In therapy, Barbara painfully reviewed her confining relationship pat-
terns and began to see herself in surprisingly new ways. Her healing didn’t
happen overnight. But in time, she understood why she had willingly
accepted abuse from her husband and herself and how that had contributed
to her depression. She learned a more effective, more assertive approach to
dealing with her husband. She now knows that no one has to silently endure
someone else’s sins in a kind of lifelong purgatory. She sees the distinction
between real and false guilt and consequently no longer carries the burden
of misguided devotion. Freedom in christ has a new ring to her.

She accepts God’s love and grace, and her faith now serves to nur-
ture, not injure, her mental health. She recognizes her power to make
genuine choices. during our last session, she commented, “Sometimes
I’m amazed how lost I had become—I didn’t think I even had the right
to live, but I was also scared to die because I never felt I had done
enough to get to heaven. at one point, I actually thought God had sent
my husband to punish me for what a disappointment I had been to him.
But I would never go back there in a million years. My days of being
abused are over. now I know what God really wants for my life.” In
pursuing professional help, Barbara courageously waded against the
strong current of dysfunctional mes sages. Such courage is rare. 

understanding depression helps you make sense of your emotional
design, which can lead you to greater self-acceptance. It also puts you
in closer touch with your inherent longing to be loved. Without the expe-
rience of love, life rapidly becomes empty and meaningless. When cut
loose from this essential mooring of life, you become adrift in a sea of
misleading beliefs about yourself and the world around you. Little
seems left to guide you other than cruel chance. 

Millions of people exist like this, directionless and without purpose.
They don’t have to. But still they betray their own souls, forsaking their
heart’s true desire. They blame others, though their life’s pain is often a
result of their abandoning their own dreams. as a result, they live lives
of disengagement. only when they realize that depression is a clarion
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call to change do they begin mending their broken hearts. depression
may be the only way to distract them from their deadening routines long
enough to consider something different. 

Barbara accepted depression as an ally. It rescued her from a war between
emotional exhaustion and the dictates of a legalistic faith by showing her
that it’s a needless war. Her depression was, in fact, a conse quence of wrong
thinking and flawed theology. 

only when you return to the music of your faith will you find the
melody of your healing. In his endless love, God seeks you out even at
your lowest ebb; and he finds you, even if you’re not really looking for
him. The question is: What choices will you make when he does? Will
you opt to play his composition of life or one composed by your dys-
functional world? Will you see your depression as a signal to change or
a sign of defeat? The choice is yours.

I like to think that while God supplies the lyrics and the tune to a life
well-lived, we counselors have the rare privilege of helping to repair the
instruments that can uniquely play his arrangements. 

FINDING HOPE 

1. The discomfort of your depression has a positive signaling purpose:
to prompt you to take action on an unattended problem. 

2. God has given you the freedom to make choices that change your
world and address your pain. 

3. you are physically and psychologically designed for a purpose.
your longings to be loved reflect that purpose, a purpose that is both
personal and interpersonal. 

4. depression gives you the opportunity to discover something impor-
tant about life: although the past may influence the present, the way you
anticipate the future does so as well. 

5. If you aspire to live a productive life, you are in a position to discover
God’s principle that strength can be found through weakness. 

6. depression can be the hopeful prelude to something better.
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