Unexpected Turns: Listening to Defining Voices
Matthew 3:13-17
I could tell you hundreds of stories about David Sallee. But this morning I’ll tell you three.


Story one: Dave and I worked together at a college in Oklahoma. If we were both in our offices, Dave began almost every day by calling me. No big deal. Just a quick call to check if I was OK, to wish me good luck with a big deadline, or to see if we could grab lunch later in the day. Dave had an incredibly challenging job at the college, but he always managed to find time to invest in me.


Story two: Dave was the first person to find out that I’d accepted a job offer that would take me to Washington, D.C. I remember the moment I told him. And I remember his words: “I really hate this, but I’m so happy for you. It’s a great opportunity, and you deserve it.”


Story three: It was my first morning in my new office in Washington. And despite all my efforts to look calm and collected, I was scared to death. What if I couldn’t do the job? What if I didn’t fit in with the rest of the staff? What if I’d made a huge mistake in leaving a job I loved in Oklahoma, not to mention all my friends there? Before I’d had time to work myself into a full-blown frenzy, my phone rang. It was Dave. “Just calling to let you know I’m thinking about you. I hope today goes well. You’re going to do great.”


At this point you may be thinking, “OK, those are nice stories, but what’s your point?” The point simply is that never before or since have I had a friend who was more for me than David Sallee. Dave always believed in me. He saw things in me that I couldn’t yet see in myself. Dave always wanted the best for me. But more than that, he always expected that the best would happen.


Time and distance have reshaped my relationship with Dave. He’s now president of a college in the Kansas City area, and I’m here in Rhode Island. We don’t talk on the phone every morning or get to have lunch at our favorite hamburger place.


Yet when I read this morning’s passage from Matthew’s gospel, Dave stepped out of the shadows of my memory. Everyone of us needs at least one David Sallee in our life, don’t we? Someone who believes in us and wants the best for us. Someone who’s really for us. Someone whose voice of affirmation can help define our sense of identity and encourage us to live into our full potential.


We hear such a voice in Matthew’s story of Jesus’ baptism. As Jesus emerges from the water, a voice from heaven says, “This is my Son, the Beloved, with whom I am well pleased.”


This voice doesn’t come after Jesus has taught or healed or preached. It doesn’t come in response to Jesus’ reaching out to the marginalized or performing a miracle. Instead, this voice of affirmation offers Jesus a defining sense of identity and motivation to claim his true calling in life. 


What if we could hear that same divine voice? A voice that affirms that we are beloved children of God. A voice that assures us that God will always be with us and for us. What if we listened to that voice and allowed it to define how we see ourselves? What if we listened to that voice and embraced the belief that God truly is for us?


For one thing, I think we might trust more.


Trust issues get pretty complicated. Experts on childhood development tell us that if children don’t learn to trust in the early years of their lives, they’ll grow into adults who find it difficult to trust anyone—a spouse, a boss, even God.


But usually at the heart of that distrust of others is a distrust of one’s self. People who don’t trust others usually don’t trust themselves. Let me repeat that: people who don’t trust others usually don’t trust themselves.


Think about it like this: there are people who walk the tightrope of life without any kind of personal safety net. They’ve never heard anyone yell from the ground below, “Hey, you can do it. Just take your time and balance. You’re doing great!” They stand up there all alone on that wire, feeling clumsy and exposed. They don’t think they’re good enough to make it across to the platform on the other side. But what other option do they have?


So they inch along the tightrope, sure that the slightest misstep will mean disaster. And just as sure that they will make that wrong step. And when they do, no one will be there to catch them.


All of us get stuck on the wire at times, don’t we? We have a hard time trusting ourselves or anyone else.


In those moments, can we hear God’s voice? Can we hear God saying: “I’m for you. And there’s nothing that can change that. If other people disappoint you, I’m still for you. If things happen that you didn’t plan, I’m here for you. Even if you make a mess out of everything, I’m still going to be for you.”


It’s about trust. Trust that God really does want the best for us and that there is absolutely nothing that can change that.


The more we trust, the more we’re able to relax and enjoy the good things that surround us. We also realize that we don’t have to do everything on our own. There are powers beyond our own that we can rely on. Trusting also gives us the freedom to take risks. Not foolish acts that put us or others in danger, but the willingness to try something that we’re not sure we can do but that we think will enrich our lives and help us grow.


Believing that God is for us also might help us fear less.


What’s your deepest fear? Is it a fear of failure? A fear of abandonment? A fear of rejection?


We all experience those fears. It’s part of being human. But where we get in trouble is if we allow those fears to immobilize us. If we get so stuck in those fears that we can’t move on with our lives.


On the final night of a workshop I attended several years ago, our group did an exercise. Here were our instructions: 1.) Think of the person in the group you most want to do the evening’s exercise with. 2.) Go and take that person’s hand. 3.) Sit down with that person.


After all the chaos died down and we were all sitting in a circle, we went around and talked about our experiences. Did you end up with the person you wanted? If so, how did it feel to go after what you really wanted? If not, what kept you from doing what you really wanted to do?


As we shared how we had felt during the exercise, fear emerged as a primary emotion for a number of people. Some were afraid that no one else would pick them. Some were afraid that the person they picked wouldn’t want to be with them. Some were afraid to make a choice because they might hurt the feelings of a person they didn’t pick.


All those feelings of fear happened within the span of about a minute and a half. Think about how fearful we can become within the span of a lifetime.


There are plenty of things in life that can make us afraid. Terrible diseases strike without any warning. Children are shot down on their way to school. Marriages break up. Storms demolish houses and businesses. Competent people lose their jobs. Houses of worship are bombed.

It can be a scary world out there. And sometimes it’s hard not to focus on the things that make us afraid. It’s in those moments that we most need the reassurance that God is for us. It’s in those moments that we most need to listen for God’s voice—a voice that says we’re loved, that we belong to God, that we need never be alone. A voice that encourages us, empowers us to live into our potential as children of God. 

And then there’s one more thing. If we really believe that God is for us, nothing seems impossible.


Let me offer a single word that has taken on increasing importance for me. That word is destiny.


If you look it up in the dictionary, you’ll find that destiny means “a predetermined course of events considered as something beyond human control.” Mentioning a word such as predetermined may trigger a whole series of questions. After all, theologians have argued for centuries about theories of predestination. They’ve debated about whether God can predetermine or predestine and human beings still have free will.


While such conversations can be important, I think they sometimes get in the way of our embracing the simple truth that God loves us and desires an ultimate destiny for us.


Does that mean that God hands each of us a road map at the beginning of our journey? A road map that shows every pitfall so that we can make sure to avoid them? A road map that indicates the people who might hurt us so that we can stay out of their way? A road map that marks every possible pain or disappointment or failure?


No, I don’t think that’s what destiny is about. Destiny is about something much bigger. Destiny is about becoming who we truly are to be. It’s not some destination that we can reach in a set amount of time or by way of one narrow path. Destiny isn’t something we can sit down and plan. It’s not even something we can fully comprehend at any one moment.


Destiny is about letting God be God. It’s about trusting that God’s ultimate plan for us is wholeness, redemption, salvation. It’s about putting aside our fears that anything could ever stop that plan. It’s about believing that with God anything is possible.


I have one last David Sallee story. It was my last night in Oklahoma. An army of friends had finished loading everything I owned into a U-Haul truck. Dave and I were the only ones left at my house. We stood in the front yard, trying to figure our how to say, “Goodbye.” And then I experienced a defining moment of grace.


Although I’m sure that these weren’t his exact words, that night I heard Dave say—just as I believe that each of us can hear God say—“Remember, I’ll always be for you. Go on. Follow your destiny.” Amen.
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