Unexpected Turns: Risking Unknown Possibilities
Matthew 4:12-23

Last Sunday I shared several stories about my friend Dave, someone who’s always seen the best in me and believed the best would unfold for me. After the service I heard a number of you tell stories about your own “Dave.” Stories about someone in your life who’s made a difference by truly being for you.

But how many of us have had the opposite experience? A time in our life when someone assumed the worst about us. Perhaps even reached that assumption without really knowing us.

It’s funny how such an assumption can lead to so many dead ends. Having someone assume the worst about us can stop us from exploring new possibilities, from trying new paths, from being our authentic selves. Someone else’s negative assumption can cast a shadow over how we see ourselves, shrink what we believe about our potential, and limit what we’re willing to risk.


After divinity school I moved to central Kentucky to serve on my first church staff. It didn’t take me long to discover that my new neighbors were less than thrilled to have a “preacher” living next door. Despite their politeness, the message was pretty clear: We’re not interested in getting to know you.


I found myself feeling self-conscious when we would run into each other. In fact, sometimes if I saw one of my neighbors getting into his or her car in front of our houses, I would wait a few minutes before heading out to my car so as to avoid the awkwardness.

Fortunately, things changed over the months that followed. My neighbors and I got to know each other and became great friends.


At some point one of those neighbors told me she’d had all kinds of negative assumptions about me. Because of bad experiences she’s had with the church, she assumed that she knew what I believed, how I viewed the world, and how I would treat her. Even to this day, she admits that she can be surprised by how I view a given issue or make sense of a certain situation.


Those kind of assumptions also can lead the people who hold them to dead ends. As with my neighbor, such assumptions can limit one’s openness to new possibilities. They also can reflect fears or pain from earlier in one’s life or prejudices one has unconsciously carried over a period of time.


The author and journalist Malcolm Gladwell has written about how such assumptions can influence the decisions we make and the actions we take—without our even being aware of it. He offers an example from the world of classical music.


For many years it was believed that women simply couldn’t play as well as men. They didn’t have the strength, the attitude, or the resilience for certain kinds of pieces. Their lips were different. Their lungs less powerful. Their hands smaller.

This assumption didn’t feel like a prejudice. It seemed like a fact: when conductors and music directors held auditions, the men always seemed to sound better than the women.


Gladwell explains that no one paid much attention to how the auditions were held—because it was an article of faith that a music expert could listen to music played under any circumstances and instantly and objectively gauge the quality of the performance. 


Auditions for major orchestras were sometimes held in a conductor’s dressing room or in his hotel room if he was passing through town. After all, what did it matter? Music was music.


But over the past few decades things have changed in the classical music world. That change includes efforts to formalize the audition process. Audition committees were established, and screens were placed between the committees and the musicians auditioning so that gender wouldn’t be a factor.


When Julie Landsman auditioned for the role of principal French horn at the Metropolitan Opera Orchestra, the screens had just gone up in the practice hall. At that time, there were no women in the Met’s brass section because everyone assumed that women couldn’t play the horn as well as men.


But Landsman came in, sat down, and played well. By the last round of the auditions, she was sure she’d won—even before the committee made its announcement. She explains: “It was because of the way I performed the last piece. I held on to the last high C for a very long time, just to leave no doubt in their minds. And they started to laugh, because it was above and beyond the call of duty.”


When the committee declared Landsman the winner and she stepped out from behind the screen, there was a gasp. It wasn’t just that she was a woman—and female horn players were rare. It wasn’t just that she’d played that bold, extended high C, which was the kind of sound expected only from a man. It was because they knew her.


Landsman had played for the Met before as a substitute. But until they listened to her with just their ears, they had no idea she was so good.

When the screen allowed the committee members to put aside their negative assumptions, a small miracle happened. As Gladwell notes, it’s the kind of miracle that can happen whenever we set aside thinking we “know” people and, instead, see them for who they truly are.


  Putting aside negative assumptions allowed what could have been a dead end to take an unexpected turn for both Landsman and the orchestra. And that unexpected turn was filled with unknown possibilities.


In this morning’s gospel reading, Jesus proclaims, “Repent, for the kingdom of heaven has come near.” The Greek word for repent means to turn or to change direction. Jesus seems to say that because God’s reign comes near, we have the opportunity to make an unexpected turn. A turn that, as The Message puts it, changes our life.


Then, as if to show us what he means, Jesus begins to invite individuals to follow him. I can almost hear him say: “Come, take an unexpected turn. Come, change your life.”

It’s easy to focus on the risk those first disciples are willing to take. They walk away from their jobs and even their families. They give up everything they know to follow this wandering preacher/teacher/healer.


But when you think about it, Jesus also is a risk taker here. He risks putting aside the negative assumptions many people would have about Peter and Andrew and James and John.


As Jesus walks beside the water, he sees these soon-to-be disciples going about their regular work—fishing to earn a living for themselves and their families. The work isn’t glamorous or high status; it’s dirty and physically demanding work that requires long hours. It’d be easy to discount the people doing this work. To see only their grimy fingernails, their sweaty clothes, their tired eyes. To notice their lack of education, social standing, and political connections.


But Jesus seems to see something more. To see the potential in these unlikely people from this unlikely place. To see them as they truly are—and as they possibly may become. Jesus risks releasing unknown possibilities as he invites these four to change their lives by taking an unexpected turn. He calls them as they are, from where they are, being who they are—but he calls them to become something more, something new, something unexpected.


If we believe God’s good news still calls to us today, perhaps we can risk trusting that we too can become something more, something new, something unexpected. And maybe part of that changed life involves putting aside the negative assumptions we have about others so we can see the unknown possibilities they represent.


Monday night I tuned into the first episode of a new television series. At the center of Harry’s Law is the quirky attorney Harriet Korn. Harry, as friends call her, has been a successful patent attorney in Cincinnati. But her boredom with the work leads her firm to let her go.


Leaving her comfortable office, she walks along the city’s streets to consider her future. But her walk is cut short when a young man, who’s attempting to jump from a roof to his death, bounces off the building’s awning and lands on Harry. Amazingly, both emerge unharmed.


When Harry returns to the spot, she sees something she missed before—a storefront that’s for rent. As she rushes across the street to get a better look, she’s hit by an oncoming car. But, amazingly, she’s again unharmed. (It helps that she landed on a mattress that two delivery guys were unloading.)

From this quirky beginning is born a new law practice for Harry. She and her former assistant set up shop in that for-rent storefront—a former shoe store. The driver of the car that hit her turns out to be an associate in a law firm that’s gone up against Harry in the past. Despite Harry’s protests, the young attorney insists on helping the new shoe-store law firm, whose first client is the young man who’d jumped from the building.
(OK, so quirkiness isn’t limited to just the beginning of Harry’s new practice.)


As all these unlikely developments unfold, Harry describes them as an “unexpected turn.” One she wasn’t looking for, but one she’s willing to take. And she seems to embrace the changes and new possibilities this turn will bring to her life.

Maybe it’s because of her own experiences that Harry’s also willing to see the unknown possibilities in others. When everything points to the hopeless situation of her new firm’s first client, Harry asks the jury to set aside their negative assumptions about him and risk seeing his potential. She invites them to join her in seeing something more in him. It’s this invitation, along with the risks Harry’s willing to take, that changes the young man’s life.


Each of us experiences unexpected turns in our lives. We have a choice: we can play it safe and find ourselves at a dead end—or we can risk taking the turn and discover a new direction for our life. 


If we’re willing to take that risk, we also can invite others to take their own risks. If we’re willing to put aside our assumptions so we can see others as they truly are and might become, we can help them see and believe the same thing about themselves. And who knows what possibilities we might release for our world. Amen.
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