
Listen for God’s Word: 

 

“I have shown it to you with your own 

eyes; however, you will not cross over 

into it.”  

Deuteronomy 34:4c (Common English 

Bible) 

 

This is a remarkable picture of Moses! 

He is at the point of death, on a 

mountaintop, gazing out over the 

Promised Land, a land for which he led 

God’s people to possess, pondering 

God’s word to him that he himself will 

never enter the land. A universal truth 

of life is captured in this tragic 

moment, a truth that neither the great 

or small among us escapes; life brings 

equal capacity to experience joy as 

well as disappointment. This singular 

moment of Moses’ life lays hold of our 

imagination as no other moment in his 

life does. Life sometimes falls short of 

what is desired and for which we 

intended our labors to provide. 

 

That moment is on the horizon for 

every one of us – that moment when 

we realize that our grandest dreams 

and the greatest desires of our heart 

may not be realized. Moses wanted to 

cross over into God’s Promised Land 

and the apostle Paul urgently wanted to 

take the gospel to Bithynia. Both were 

denied. Both their circumstances and 

own earnest efforts gave Moses and 

Paul every reason to believe their 

central purpose and passion in life 

would be achieved.  But what would 

lie beyond their vision was the 

disheartening experience of watching 

their dreams tumble to the ground, “I 

have shown it to you with your own 

eyes; however, you will not cross over 

into it.” 

 

That moment when we realize 

that our grandest dreams and 

the greatest desires of our 

hearts may not be realized.  
 

Phillips Brooks, a preacher of another 

generation, has established himself as 

one of the great Christian preachers of 

any generation. There is a life-size, 
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bronze sculpture of Brooks in Boston 

where he completed his ministry. 

Brooks is the author of that great 

Christmas hymn, “O Little Town of 

Bethlehem.” Nevertheless, Phillips 

Brooks did not plan to be a preacher. 

That was his second choice. He 

planned to be a teacher. That was his 

great aspiration in life. Graduating 

from college, he plunged into his 

chosen profession of teaching and he 

failed. He failed completely. After 

Brooks was dismissed from his 

teaching position, Brooks wrote in a 

letter, “I don’t know what will become 

of me and I don’t care much.” Brooks 

was struggling under the weight of a 

devastating disappointment! 

 

In a sense, Brooks never recovered 

from the disappointment. Let me 

explain. Once he picked himself up 

from the disappointment of failure, 

Brooks entered seminary to prepare for 

the ministry. Once ordained, his 

ministry flourished! During his 

ministry in Boston, Brooks received a 

letter from a small tailor shop near his 

church. It read, “Dear Dr. Brooks, I am 

a tailor in a little shop near your 

church. Whenever I have the 

opportunity I always go to hear you 

preach. Each time I hear you preach I 

seem to forget all about you, for you 

make me think of God.” It is said that 

of all the letters Brooks received 

during his ministry that was the one he 

cherished the most. But, listen to this. 

Brooks became known as such an 

effective communicator he was invited 

to a meeting with the President of 

Harvard University. According to 

witnesses, Brooks left that meeting 

trembling and white as a sheet. He had 

just declined an invitation to teach at 

Harvard University! He declined 

because of that letter from a tailor and 

so many like it. Brooks now knew that 

God intended him for the pulpit. 

 

Barbara Brown Taylor is a preacher of 

considerable distinction of the present 

generation. Many of you heard her 

when she was a guest in our 

Distinguished Preacher Series a 

number of years ago. What you may 

not know is that she did not intend to 

be a preacher. That was her second 

choice. Barbara Brown Taylor’s heart 

desire was to be a novelist. She 

completed two novels, searched and 

searched for a publisher and was 

repeatedly turned away. Like Phillips 

Brooks, Taylor entered seminary to 

prepare for the ministry. Years later she 

would be distinguished by Newsweek 

Magazine as one of the twelve most 

effective preachers in the world, Time 

Magazine identified Barbara Brown 

Taylor as one of the one hundred most 

influential people of the world and her 

books on Christian faith consistently 



sit on the New York Times Best Seller 

List. 

 

What are we to make of these stories? 

They demonstrate what many of us 

have already experienced in our 

personal lives – that few people have a 

chance to live their lives on the basis 

of their first choice. We don’t have 

access to Moses’ inner thoughts as he 

sat upon that mountain, looking out 

over the Promised Land. Paul speaks 

little of his failed ambition to preach in 

Bithynia. What we do know is that 

both Moses and Paul had a choice to 

make – the same choice that 

confronted Phillips Brooks and 

Barbara Brown Taylor. They could 

look back bitterly, questioning where it 

all went wrong, angrily regretting that 

they ever had dreams at all, and this 

decision producing tears of 

disappointment. Or, they could hold 

their heads up in their disappointment 

and acknowledged that God has 

blessed their labor, that in their 

struggle, God’s purposes were 

advanced and that by God’s power, 

they did step closer to eternal things.  

 

Viktor Frankl, who survived the Nazi 

concentration camps, wrote, Man’s 

Search For Meaning. In this book, 

Frankl claims that in the camps he 

learned the last of all human freedoms 

that can never be taken away is to 

choose your response to anything. So 

no matter how small the ration of 

bread was that he received, Frankl 

always chose to give some of it away 

to another starving prisoner. In doing 

that, Frankl chose to remain a human 

being, and he chose not to be a victim. 

 

Moses was not a victim. He is honored 

to this day as one of the great leaders 

of Israel. Paul was not a victim. 

Because he kept his mind alert to 

God’s work – even in the midst of his 

disappointment of not entering 

Bithynia – he heard God’s call to 

Macedonia. Biblical scholars assert 

that had Paul not gone to Macedonia, 

we would never have heard of Paul 

today. The chain of events that began 

to fall into place for Paul as a result of 

traveling to Macedonia – rather than 

Bithynia – resulted in nearly two-thirds 

of the New Testament being written.  

 

A new direction,  

a new opportunity is waiting, 

if you choose to live  

in the hands of God. 
 

Moses and Paul and Phillips Brooks 

and Barbara Brown Taylor are 

“nevertheless” people. They did not 

receive their first choice. 



thoughts of Paul and Moses as they 

experienced disappointment. Nor do 

we have that access to Phillips Brooks 

or Barbara Brown Taylor. But each 

placed their lives in the hands of God 

and trusted their future to God’s care. 

They remind us that nothing, not even 

the deepest disappointment life can 

throw at us, can ever separate us from 

the love of God. 

 

  

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
____________________ 
i
I am grateful to Craig Barnes, President of Princeton 

Theological Seminary for this insight. 

 
 
© 2020 Dr. W. Douglas Hood, Jr., All Rights Reserved 

First Presbyterian Church of Delray Beach 
33 Gleason Street • Delray Beach, Florida  33483 

(561) 276-6338 • administrator@firstdelray.com • www.firstdelray.com 
 

“Nevertheless” they kept their eye on 

God. When you say, “nevertheless” 

after disappointment, you are placing 

yourself in the hands of God who can 

raise the dead. God can raise dead 

relationships, dead dreams, dead 

opportunities, and even dead bodies. 

You may not be able to see that now. 

Perhaps all you can see right now is 

the cross of your disappointment. But a 

new direction, a new opportunity is 

waiting, if you choose to live in the 

hands of God.i  Holding on to this 

belief is the only way to survive 

disappointment. 

 

Perhaps there is no greater struggle 

than recognizing again and again that 

God’s view of success and failure is 

different from our own. And, it is 

God’s view, which really matters. 

Moses and Paul fixed their gaze upon a 

destination. Phillips Brooks and 

Barbara Brown Taylor fixed their eyes 

on a career. Yet, what really matters to 

God is whether at the end of the 

pilgrimage those God calls have 

learned patience and humility and have 

entered into an utter dependence upon 

God. Ultimately, the destination is 

quite a secondary thing. It is the 

quality of the pilgrimage that matters. 

We don’t have access to the private 


