Divine Disappointments

Deuteronomy 34:1-12


Life is a series of ups and downs.  It feels wonderful to succeed, to come out on top, to revel in delight, to satisfy your ambitions, to accomplish what you set out to do.  But when you come up short, when you fail to meet your goals, when you are prevented from achieving or enjoying what you had your heart set on, when your spirit is broken, then it’s never a pleasant experience.  Disappointment is a bitter pill to take.  You’re left with regret, questions, grief, and wonder: what would it have been like to finally reach that unreachable star?


That would be a natural lead in for my complaints about the Red Sox, but I’ll refrain from boring you with my off season analysis.  Besides, disappointment is common to us in all areas of life, especially in regard to personal or interpersonal matters.  We don’t like to be disappointed by those around us nor when we disappoint them.  But it’s easy to get upset when things don’t work out as planned or when your hopes and dreams have been thwarted.


When I was a younger man, I had endless ambitions of what I wanted to accomplish in life.  In looking back, very few of them did I achieve, and in many cases, I came up short because of a lack of focus, dedication, experience, or talent on my part.  Those are disappointments that I can easily account for and for which I have to assume responsibility.  Life can be disappointing to be sure, but many of those disappointments are of our own doing.


However, the disappointments that are difficult to accept are those that are not of our own doing and which seem to happen for no good reason.  Those are things that frustrate you, or even morph into resentment, when you feel you have no control over the outcome, even after you’ve given your best effort.  

We see that happen particularly in the competitive environments of life.  We wonder why we weren’t hired for a position when we thought we had a perfect resumé for the job.  We feel frustrated when we play our best but our competitor beats us through sheer luck.  You get discouraged when you invest yourself in a business but a larger company comes in and virtually steals your clients.  You’ve done all you can and it still isn’t enough.  Those, among many, are disappointments that are hard to live with.

Yet, one of the hardest disappointments I face as a person of faith is when I feel as if God lets me down—when it seems like the very things I pray for or desire deep within my heart don’t work out the way I had hoped.  If I pray for the health and recovery of a friend or family member—a life that should be saved because of its potential and beauty but is lost for no satisfying reason, then it haunts me, not only over the sorrow I feel, but for failure of faith to alter the outcome.  
Or when I yearn for reconciliation between two people I deeply care about, but it doesn’t occur, then it’s terribly discouraging.  I can find myself wondering, what value is there in praying for a change of heart when, in the end, it doesn’t seem to matter?

Or when I have encouraged my children to aspire to various pursuits, but find they have little or no interest in the things that matter to me, that’s disheartening.  I know none of this is actually “God’s fault,” life is filled with various disappointments of one type or another, but at the time it appears so, because I’ve asked God for help, yet I didn’t receive the result for which I had prayed.  

All of this is understandable, since faith for most people relies on some positive and encouraging evidence that God’s power makes a quantifiable difference in our lives.  Otherwise, what is the point of trusting in a greater power when it is either inconsiderate of our desires or impotent in times of need?  

Disappointments are spiritual setbacks.  They deflate us, discourage us, frustrate us, demoralize us; at times, they can even paralyze us.  Disappointments steal the momentum of faith, especially when we turn everything over to God and trust that all things work together for good for those who love God.  When the troubles of life aren’t resolved in a good way, then trust suffers.   Many are left to mystery, wondering what to make of things, wondering what the purpose is when things don’t work out.  
There are many examples throughout Scripture that illustrate a similar resignation of faith—times of great disappointment and bewilderment.  Most of the book of Job reflects skepticism of God’s goodness in a time of need; two-thirds of the Psalms are plaintive cries for God’s helpful intervention.  Prophets rage against the disappointment God has in people and lamentations rise up against the cold-shouldered God who appears no longer to listen to Israel.  Back and forth this exchange goes, with a sense of disappointment on both sides of the relationship.  

Yet, there are stories of those who suffer divine disappointment and still find their way through it—Moses being an example.  He is one who met God face to face, who at times was able to change the divine heart and responses—but in the end his life concluded with apparent disappointment.  He never reached the Promised Land.  He died along the mountain bordering the region, able to view it from a distance, but denied the opportunity to cross over the Jordan into the land that had been the aspiration of his life.

For most people, the final chapter of Deuteronomy is not a very satisfactory read.  In fact, this is the first time in thirty years I’ve preached on it.  The reason is, it’s not the way you want the story to end.  It seems incomplete, if not even callous and cold, to bring this faithful servant Moses through the wilderness for forty years, only to make him not be the one to lead his people into the Promised Land.  That doesn’t seem right.  Out of due honor, after all that he had been through, it seems Moses should have been afforded the opportunity to step into that long-desired land as a fitting conclusion to his journey.  Let him find his peace in satisfaction—was that so much to ask?  Was it even fair to bring him so close to his destination, but then deny him the achievement?

Biblical writers and interpreters have struggled with it and have tried to justify this denial as being an indication of divine punishment instead of as a divine disappointment.  Earlier in Deuteronomy and also in Numbers 20, God reprimands Moses for striking the rock of Meribah twice in exasperation while securing water for his unruly people.  Instead of expressing a little sympathy to Moses for the situation, God punishes him with a judgment to deny him access to the Promised Land.  Yet, doesn’t that seem cruel, a little over-the-top?  What merciful, compassionate, forgiving God does that?  God forgave murderers; why not overlook Moses’ righteous anger?  I can only conclude it’s a petty excuse written back into the story—that divine retribution for a relatively small mistake is the only reason for the disappointment.  
The truth is, you can’t get around the fact that Moses’ inability to lead his people into the Promised Land was simply a divine disappointment.  If there was a legitimate reason, it wasn’t apparent to the biblical storytellers.    
Perhaps, that’s why I’m drawn to another explanation that isn’t in the Scriptures, but seems to ring true to the story and message.  It is told of Moses’ last day, when he gathered all his strength to ascend Mount Pisgah to see the Promised Land.  His disappointment was readily felt because he knew in his heart God would not allow him to cross the Jordan into that long-sought land.    He wanted so much to touch the earth, to smell the air, and to explore the landscape so long held at a distance.  But it was not to be.  By now he was too old to rage against such an injustice.  So he accepted his fate and climbed the mountain to view it from a distance. 

Moses didn’t fully understand the divine reasoning as he mulled it over making his way to the summit.  It didn’t make sense, for he had been the one to courageously lead the people out of Egypt from Pharaoh’s tyranny; he had been the one to receive the Commandments on Mt. Sinai; he was the one who led the people for forty years through the wilderness. 
Where was the reward for all of his service?  Why would he be denied this favor?  Why should his last ounce of strength be used to climb this mountain, instead of crossing over the Jordan to the land of milk and honey?

When he reached the summit of Pisgah, the Lord showed him all that would lie ahead for his people.  Moses finally asked the Lord, “Why is it that I could not lead my people there?”


Adonai answered, “Moses, my favor to you was to offer you a glimpse of what you worked for.  These are my people, not yours.  This is my land to give, not yours.  You have served me well in leading my people thus far.  But now, Joshua, whose name means, “Savior,” will lead them there.  Yet, because he begins his task on the edge of the Jordan, he will take no credit for their salvation, as neither should you, for I was the one who led you through the wilderness; I, and not you, provided manna and water for my people.  I, the Lord, am the one who brought them from Egypt to the Promised Land.”


Moses could not dispute that.  He had only served at the behest and with the strength and inspiration of God.  It was true.  This was God’s story, not his.  At most, Moses should be honored by having a part in it.  That was his purpose.  

With that, Moses understood that he had indeed fulfilled his calling at the River’s edge; his service was now complete and he could die in peace, knowing he had been faithful to the task and finished the journey in his time.  With disappointment transformed by understanding and satisfaction, the angels of heaven came to Moses’ side and brought him safely to Paradise. 

This tale provides the kind of perspective that’s helpful to us as we grapple with the divine disappointments in our own lives.  It reminds us that our experiences in life are only part of the overall story.  We don’t experience all there is to life, or to love, or to what brings meaning to each and every situation.  God’s perspective and plan exceeds all human understanding; we make a contribution to the overarching flow, but at most we are servants along the way for but a time.  
When we recognize the limited scope of our lifetimes, then we can trust the will of God to make all things ultimately work together for good, perhaps in ways and at times beyond ours to experience.  In God’s hands, there is a purpose for everything.  Someone else will be there to carry on beyond us into the Promised Land, someone else will complete the satisfaction of our hopes and dreams.  
I have come to believe that the purposes of God, just like divine justice, follow a long historical arc, bending toward satisfaction even if it’s beyond our sight line and our lifetime.  The meaning within life extends beyond the moments of each individual life.  The point and purpose is not simply to exist for as long as we can; instead, life is about contributing in some way to the overarching meaning and goodness of life, for however long we live.  

Moses did that.  He was the leader of Israel for a time, but it was not just his story.  It was Israel’s story of which he was a part.  In the same way, our lives have meaning, but the greater purpose for who we are may exist beyond what we can know and see.  We have no idea who is impacted by what we say or do or how we conduct our lives, and how all of this shapes the lives of others.  God’s purposes extend beyond the course of an individual life and are fulfilled in the lives of those who follow in time.  


This holds true even in the ordinary lives we live, where the hand of God moves silently from one life to another.  The disappointments we feel so deeply at one time when something we desperately want doesn’t happen, is satisfied perhaps in another way, at a later time, in another experience or another life.  The sorrow we feel when someone we love dies an untimely death; the frustration we sense when life doesn’t work out as planned—the faith that makes sense of these disappointments is one that takes the meaning of this moment forward and trusts God—that in time all things shall be resolved and satisfied by something good.  
My mother used to tell me that a closed door in one direction allows us to see an open window in another.  Disappointment often works that way.  If handled well, it will open us to other possibilities.  
You see, the final word is never meant to be disappointment, except for those who give up on God.  Faith is looking ahead and working for the good that will eventually emerge in time.  That good will come, if not in our lifetimes, then in one that is yet to fulfill it, as one generation leads to another.  For the will of God follows a long arc of justice and reconciliation, which is the divine ambition in life for all of creation.  That is not only a blessing to believe in, but in times of great disappointment, it’s a good thing for us to remember.
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