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�- ''LI FE'S DETOURS'' 

---

. 
(�Jo. -4 It� A SERIES: ''ON THE ROAD vJITH JESUS'') 

MATTHEW 4:18-22 

ACTS 16:7-10 

DETOURS ARE A COMMON OCCURRENCE ON MANY 

JOURNEYS. SOME DETOURS ARE BRIEF AND SOON 

WE ARE BACK ON THE MAIN ROAD. OTHER DETOURS 

ARE EXTENDED, AND WE WONDER IF WE
1
LL EVER 

GET BACK ON OUR PLANNED ROUTE. DETOURS ARE 

ALMOST ALWAYS UNEXPECTED. THE CAUSES ARE 

MANY AND VARIED. THE ROAD WE HAD PLANNED 

ON TAKING HAS A SECTION CLOSED FOR REPAIRS. 

A BRIDGE IS BEING REPLACEDJ OR SOME OTHER 

OBSTACLE HAS BLOCKED THE HIGHWAY, 

THE JOURNEY OF LIFE ALSO HAS ITS. DETOURS 

WHERE WE FIND OURSELVES ON A ROAD WE HADN'T 

PLANNED ON TAKING AT ALL. SOMETIMES THE 

DETOUR IS NOT VERY LONGJ AND OTHER TIMES 

WE NEVER GET BACK TO WHAT WE HAD CONSIDERED 

THE MAIN HIGHWAY. THE DETOUR BECOMES THE 

MAIN ROADJ AND WE FIND OURSELVES GOING IN 

A DIRECTION WE WOULD NEVER HAD EXPECTED IN 

OUR WILDEST DREAMS. 

THE LIFE JOURNEY OF JESUS WAS INTERRUPTED 

BY DETOURS. JESUS PROBABLY WANTED TO BEGIN 

HIS MINISTRY EARLIER) BUT THE DEATH OF JOSEPH 
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CAUSED A DETOUR. WHEN HE BEGAN HIS PUBLIC 

MINISTRYJ I'M CERTAIN THAT HE DID NOT SEE 

THAT THE ROAD WOULD LEAD TO THE CROSS ON 

CALVARY. AND THE LIFE JOURNEY OF JESUS HAD 

OTHER DETOURS AS WELL. FREQUENTLY HE WOULD 

HAVE SOMETHING PLANNED ONLY TO BE DETOURED 

BY SOMEONE WANTING TO BE HEALED. 

NOT ONLY DID JESUS' OWN LIFE HAVE ITS DETOURSJ 

BUT MEETING HIM CAUSED DETOURS IN MANY OTHER 

PEOPLE'S LIVES AND IT STILL DOES TODAY. IN 

THE SCRIPTURE READING THIS MORNING FROM THE 

GOSPEL OF MATTHEWJ WE HEARD THE STORY OF 

JESUS WALKING BY THE SEA OF GALILEE AND THERE 

HE MET SIMON PETER AND HIS BROTHER ANDREW. 

I'M SURE THAT THESE TWO BROTHERS IN THEIR 

WILDEST IMAGINATIONS NEVER DREAMED THAT THEY 

WOULD ONE DAY BE LEADERS IN A NEW RELIGIOUS 

MOVEMENT THAT CHANGED THE WORLD. THEY 

PROBABLY THOUGHT THEY WOULD BE FISHERMEN 

THE REST OF THEIR LIVES. THE SAME WAS TRUE 

OF ALL THE OTHER PEOPLE WHO BECAME HIS 

FOLLOWERS. THEIR-LIVES TOOK A ROAD THEY 

HAD .NOT PREY I OU SLY PLANNED. 

TAKE THE APOSTLE PAUL AS ANOTHER EXAMPLE. 

SAULJ WHO LATER WAS TO BE RE-NAMED PAULJ 

WAS A ZEALOUS RELIGIOUS JEW. HE WAS CERTAIN 

THAT THE FOLLOWERS OF THE CRUCIFIED CHRIST 

HAD TO BE SILENCED. SAUL LOVED HIS RELIGION 

AND HE HATED TO SEE ANYONE TRY TO CHANGE 

IT OR THREATEN IT. HIS DREAM WAS TO BE ONE 

OF THE GREAT RABBI'S OF JERUSALEM. So IT 
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WAS THAT HE OBTAINED THE AUTHORITY OF THE 

HIGH PRIEST TO GO TO DAMASCUS TO ARREST ANY 

CHRISTIANS AND BRING THEM BACK TO JERUSALEM. 

BUT ON THE ROAD TO DAMASCUSJ SAUL CAME TO 

A DETOUR. HIS LIFE WAS CHANGED AND FROM 

THEN ON HE WENT IN A DIFFERENT DIRECTION 

THAN EXPECTED OR PLANNED. No ONE COULD'VE 

PREDICTED THAT SAUL., THE PER·SECUTOR., WOULD 

BECOME PAUL THE MISSIONARY. 

AND EVEN AFTER THAT., HE EXPERIENCED NEW 

DETOURS IN HIS JOURNEYS. IN THE SCRIPTURE 

READING THIS MORNING FROM THE BOOK OF ACTS., 

ONE OF TH·E MAJOR DETOURS IS MENTIONED. LISTEN 

TO PART OF IT AGAIN: "AND WHEN THEY HAD 

COME OPPOSITE MYSIAJ THEY ATTEMPTED TO GO 

INTO BITHYNIA� BUT THE SPIRIT OF JESUS DID 

NOT ALLOW THEM; SO., PASSING BY MYSIA., THEY 

WENT DOWN TO TROAS. AND A VISION APPEARED 

TO PAUL IN THE NIGH�: A MAN OF MACEDONIA 

WAS STANDING BESEECHING HIM AND SAYING., 'COME 

OVER TO MACEDONIA AND HELP US,' AND WHEN 

HE HAD SEEN THE VISIONJ IMMEDIATELY WE SOUGHT 

TO GO INTO MACEDONIAJ CONCLUDING THAT GOD 

HAD CALLED US TO PREACH THE GOSPEL TO THEM," 

THIS BRIEF ACCOUNT OF A DETOUR HAD MAJOR 

IMPLICATIONS. IN FACTJ WE ARE DEALING HERE 

WITH ONE OF THE MOST SIGNIFICANT EVENTS IN 

HUMAN HISTORY. HERE CHRISTIANITY PASSED 
. 

. . 

OVER FROM ASIA INTO EUROPE. BUT PAUL HAD 

NOT PLANNED TO G-0 TO EUROPE. THIS WAS A 

\ 
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DETOUR. PAUL HAD PLANNED TO GO TO BITHYNIA. 

AND NO WONDER) FOR BITHYNIA WAS ONE OF THE 

RICHEST PROVINCES OF ASIA MINOR) BUT HE WENT 

TO EUROPE INSTEAD. 

I'M SURE THAT AT FIRST PAUL DIDN'T LIKE THIS 

DETOUR. I CAN ALMOST HEAR HIM SAYING) nl 

WANTED TO GO TO BITHYNIA AND HERE I AM IN 

TROAS!" YET THROUGH TROAS A WAY OPENED TO 

A WHOLE NEW AREA FOR THE CHRISTIAN FAITH. 

OFTEN WHEN A GREAT CAREER HAS BEEN FINISHED 

AND WE MARVEL AT THE CONTRIBUTION THAT A 

PERSON HAS MADE) WE ARE TEMPTED TO FORGET 

THAT IN MANY INSTANCES) THE PERSON STARTED 

OUT IN A QUITE DIFFERENT DIRECTION AND ONLY 

BECAUSE OF AN UNPLANNED DETOUR WAS THAT PESON 

ABLE TO MAKE THE CONTRIBUTION. 

ONE OF THE OUTSTANDING PREACHERS IN THIS 

COUNTRY WAS PHILIPS BROOKS. OF ALL THE 

LETTERS THAT PHILLIPS BROOKS RECEIVED) IT 

IS.SAID THAT HE CHERISHED MOST THIS ONE FROM 

A SMALL TAILOR SHOP IN BOSTON: "DEAR MR, 

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 TH INK OF GOD· I// 

BUT PHILLIPS BROOKS DID NOT PLAN TO BE A 

PREACHER. HE WANTED TO BE A TEACHER. As 

SOON AS HE GRADUATED FROM COLLEGE) HE ENTERED 
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HIS CHOSEN PROFESSION OF TEACHING AND FAILED, 

HE FAILED COMPLETELY. AFTER HE HAD FAILED 

AND BEEN FIRED FROM HIS POSITION) HE WROTE: 

"I DON'T KNOW WHAT WILL BECOME OF ME AND 

I DON'T CARE MUCH, I SHALL NOT STUDY A 

PROFESSION, I WISH I WERE FIFTEEN YEARS 

OLD AGAIN I // 

PHILLIPS BROOKS HAD HIS HEART SET ON ONE 

DE·ST I NAT I ON AND WAS DETOURED INTO ANOTHER, 

BUT THROUGH IT ALLJ HE FOUND THE DOOR INTO 

A SERVICE THAT IF HE HAD LIVED A HUNDRED 

LIVESJ HE MIGHT NEVER HAVE FOUND AGAIN, 

THE LIST OF PERSONS WHO STARTED OUT IN ONE 

DIRECTION AND THEN WERE DETOURED INTO SOMETHING 

ELSE IS ENDLESS, GEORGE EASTMAN STARTED 

A CARE.ER IN BANKINGJ BUT LATER CONVERTED 

HIS HOBBY OF PHOTOGRAPHY INTO THE EASTMAN 

KODAK COMPANY, A STENOGRAPHER WHOSE SKILL 

AT FACIAL MASSAGE LED HER TO OPEN A BEAUTY 

SHOP NAMED FOR HERSELF--ELIZABETH ARDEN--

WHICH BLOSSOMED INTO AN EMPIRE OF BEAUTY. 

THERE WAS A MANAGER OF A BROOM FACTORY AND 

LATER OF A SANTARIUMJ WILL 'KELLOGG) WHO MADE 

A FORTUNE OUT OF CORN FLAKES. A SHAKESPERIAN 

ACTOR (AND NOT A GOOD ONE)J ISAAC SINGER 

WAS DETOURED INTO MAKING SEWING MACHINES. 

WINSTON CHURCHILL) IN SCHOOL) WAS A VERY 

SLOW STUDENT. As A PUBLIC SERVANT) HIS 

CAREER WAS THOUGHT TO HAVE BEEN FINISHED 
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IN THE 1930's AND HE HAD FAILED TO ACHIEVE 

MOST OF HIS DREAMS AND GOALS, IT WASN'T 

UNTIL HE WAS 66 YEARS OLD THAT THE SECOND 

WORLD WAR CALLED HIM INTO THE POSITION OF 

BRITISH PRIME MINISTER) AND HE RALLIED NOT 

ONLY HIS OWN COUNTRY'S CITIZENS1 BUT ALL 

THE WESTERN WORLD AGAINST HITLER. 

As A CHILD1 ALBERT EINSTEIN WAS NOT THOUGHT 

TO BE BRILLIANT. HE WAS LATE IN LEARNING 

TO TALK, SOME YEARS LATER1 EINSTEIN FAILED 

HIS ENTRANCE EXAMINATION TO THE ZURICH 

POLYTECHNIC. AFTER A YEAR OF REMEDIAL WORKJ 

HE GAINED ENTRANCE TO THE SCHOOL) BUT UPON 

GRADUATION A FEW YEARS LATER HE COULD NOT 

FIND A JOBJ ALTHOUGH HE APPLIED FOR TEACHING 

POSITIONS AT A NUMBER OF SCHOOLS. FINALLY 1 

HE WAS EMPLOYED AS A PATENT. EXAMINER IN THE 

SWISS FEDERAL PATENT OFFICE. IN HIS SPARE 

TIME HE WORKED IN PHYSICS AND WHILE STILL 

A PATENT EXAMINER IN 190.5, HE PUBLISHED FIVE 

PAPERS ON ENTIRELY DIFFERENT SUBJECTS. THREE 

OF THEM WERE AMONG THE GREATEST IN THE HISTORY 

OF PHYS I cs I Now HI s LI FE TOOK ON AN ENT I"REL y 

DIFFER ENT DIRECT I ON--A D-1 RECT I ON NO ONE WOULD 'VE 

PREDICTED, 

DETOURS COME INTO OUR LIVES IN MANY FORMS. 

Two PERSONS BEGIN A MARRIAGE FI.LLED WITH 

DREAMS OF A LONG AND HAPPY LIFE TOGETHER 

AND THEN THREE OR FIVE OR TWELVE OR TWENTY 

OR MORE YEARS LATERJ THE MARRIAGE HAS ENDED 

.IN ·01voRCE AND LIFE FOR EACH OF THE PARTNERS 
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TAKES OFF �IN A DIFFERENT DIRECTION. 

AN ATHLETE IS INJURED IN SOME PERMANENT WAY 

AND IS FORCED TO PURSUE A DIFFERENT CAREER. 

THE LONG TERM ILLNESS OR DEATH OF A LOVED 

ONE CAUSES DETOURS IN MANY OF OUR LIVES. 
' 

WE END UP ON A DIFFERENT ROAD THAN WE WOULD 'VE 

EVER EXPECTED. PERHAPS WE 'VE ALL READ TOO 

MANY STORIES THAT ENDED--"AND THEY LIVED 

HAPPILY EVER AFTERJ " AS IF ONE 'S LIFE JOURNEY 

HAD NO STOPPING PLACES OR DETOURS, "AND 

THEY LIVED HAPPILY EVER AFTERJ" SAYS JOSHUA 

LIEBMAN., ''IS ONE OF THE. MOST TRAGIC SENTENCES 

IN LITERATURE. IT IS TRAGIC BECAUSE IT TELLS 

A FALSEHOOD ABOUT LIFE AND HAS LED COUNTLESS 

GENERATIONS OF PEOPLE TO EXPECT SOMETHING 

FROM HUMAN EXISTENCE WHICH IS NOT POSSIBLE 

ON THIS FRAGILEJ FAILINGJ IMPERFECT EARTH. " 

LIFE IS NOT A SMOOTH JOURNEY FROM BEGINNING 

TO END. IT IS FILLED WITH DETOURS AND STOPS 

AND STARTSJ AND UPS AND DOWN OF ALL KINDS. 

Is THERE ANYONE HERE LISTENING TO THIS SERMON 

WHO .HAS NOT FACED SOME DETOURS IN HIS OR 

HER LIFE? FIFTEEN YEARS AGO WOULD YOU HAVE 

GUESSED THAT YOU WOULD BE DOING IN YOUR LIFE 

WHAT YOU ARE NOW DOING? SOMEONE ASKED CH·URCH 

HISTORIAN MARTIN MARTY IF HIS LIFE TURNED 

OUT THE WAY HE WANTED IT TO? ALL HE COULD 

SAY WAS THAT HIS LIFE HAD BEEN FULL OF 

SURPRISES AND WOULD CONTI N·UE TO BE SO. 

THOSE OF US WHO ARE OLDER WATCH THE YOUNG 
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GROW UP AS WE DID WITH THEIR AMBITIONS AND 

PLANS AND DREAMS AND WE WONDER WHAT THEY 

WILL DO WHEN THEY FACE THE INESCAPABLE 

EXPERIENCE OF LIFE'S DETOURS? WILL THEY 

MAKE THE BEST OF IT? w·1LL THEY HAVE THE 

SPIRIT AND ATTITUDE AND RELIGIOUS FAITH TO 

MAKE OF-IT THEIR 'FINEST CHANCE? 

WHAT DOES THE LIFE OF JESUS AND OUR CHRISTIAN 

FAITH HAVE TO SAY TO US ABOUT LIFE'S DETOURS? 

1. JESUS AND PAUL AND OTHERS LIKE THEM KNEW 

THAT DETOURS IN LIFE OFTEN OCCUR, GOD HAS 

NOT MADE THE WORLD SO THAT OUR LIVES ARE 

WITHOUT SURPRISES, THE CREATION IS NOT LIKE 

A FIXED STATIC MACHINE WHICH ALWAYS RUNS 

IN PREDICTABLE WAYS. THERE IS AN UNPREDICTABLE� 

EVEN CHAOTIC� ELEMENT PRESENT IN THE LIFE 

WE LIVE AND KNOW, 

THUS FAITH IN DIVINE PROVIDENCE DOES NOT 

MEAN A DIVINE PLAN BY WHICH EVERYTHING IS 

PREDETERMINED. RATHER Gan's PROVIDENCE MEANS 

THAT THERE IS A CREATIVE AND SAVING POSSIBILITY 

IMPLIED IN EVERY SITUATION WHICH CANNOT BE 

DESTROYED BY ANY EVENT, JESUS KNEW AND WE 

NEED TO KNOW THAT THE DEMONIC AND DESTRUCTIVE 

FORCES WITHIN OURSELVES AND OUR WORLD CAN 

NEVER HAVE AN UNBREAKABLE GRASP UPON US, 

IN THE LONG RUN) ALL THINGS WORK TOGETHER 

FOR GOOD� FOR THE ULTIMATE GOOD--THE ETERNAL 

LOVE OF GOD, So DETOURS WILL OCCUR. WITH 

GOD'S HELP WE CAN TURN THEM INTO SOMETHING 
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GOOD, 

2. SECONDLY) LIKE JESUS) WE ARE HELPED IN 

HANDLING LIFE'S DETOURS WHEN WE REALIZE THAT 

IN THIS LIFE ) NONE OF OUR PLANS) NONE OF 

OUR DREAMS) NOTHING THAT WE CAN ACCOMPLISH) 

NONE OF OUR SUCCESSES OR FAILURES ARE IMMORTAL. 

Too OFTEN WE CLOTHE OUR PLANS AND IDEAS AND 

PROJECTS WITH IMMORTALITY. ·WE COME TO BELIEVE 

THAT IF OUR LIFE'S JOURNEYS DO NOT GO ACCORDING 

TO OUR SPECIFIC ITINERARY ) ALL IS LOST) OR 

WE HAVE FAILED. 

RATHER THE FACT IS THAT LIFE IS AN UNINTERRUPTED 

SUCCESSION OF LEAVE-TAKINGS AND GOODBYES. 

THE JOURNEY IS FILLED WITH DETOURS. 

Ir's GOOD FOR us TO HAVE DREAMS AND GOALS 

AND DESTINATIONS IN MINDJ BUT IF THESE ARE 

NOT REALIZED ON SCHEDULEJ IT DOES NOT MEAN 

THAT OUR JOURNEY IS OVER OR WASTED. Too 

OFTEN WE GIVE ETERNAL VALUE TO THE THINGS 

WE OWN) THE PEOPLE WE KNOW) THE PLANS WE 

HAVE AND THE SUCCESSES OR FAILURES WE COLLECT. 

ALL OF THESE THINGS WIL-L PASS AWAY. THEY 

ARE NOT IMMORTAL. 

HENRI NOUWEN WROTE) "AREN'T THE MANY FEELINGS 

OF SADNESSJ HEAVINESS OF HEART AND EVEN DARK 

� DESPAIR) OFTEN INTIMATELY CONNECTED WITH 

THE EXAGGERATED SERIOUSNESS WITH WHICH WE 

HAVE CLOTHED THE PEOPLE WE KNOW) THE IDEAS 

TO WHICH WE ARE EXPOSED AND THE EVENTS WE 
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ARE A PART OF? THIS LACK OF DISTANCE) WHICH 

EXCLUDES THE HUMt)l_ IN LIFEJ CAN CREATE A 

SUFFOCATING DEPRESSION WHICH PREVENTS US 

FROM LIFTING OUR HEADS ABOVE THE HORIZONS 

OF OUR OWN LIMITED EXISTENCE. n 

3. THIRDLY) WE ARE 'HELPED IN DEALING WITH 

LIFE'S DETOURS WHEN WE REMEMBER THAT OUR 

CHRISTIAN FAITH TEACHES THAT GOD WHO IS 

CREATOR OF ALL NEVER LEADS ANY PERSON INTO 

ANY PLACE WHERE ALL THE DOORS ARE SHUT. 

THE.BIBLE IS FILLED WITH STORIES OF PEOPLE 

LIKE PAUL WHOSE FAITH IN GOD ENABLED THEM 

TO EFFECTIVELY HANDLE LIFE'S DETOURS, 

REMEMBER JOSEPH IN THE OLD TESTAMENT) BETRAYED 

BY HIS BROTHERS) DROPPED INTO A PITJ SOLD 

TO MIDIANITE SLAVE-DEALERS) MADE A SERVANT 

IN THE HOUSEHOLD IN EGYPT., LIED ABOuT;Ais 
MASTER'S WIFE AND PUT IN PRISON--HIS LIFE 

WAS FILLED WITH DETOURS, WHERE ALL THESE 

DETOURS WERE LEADING HIMJ HE COULD NOT 

POSSIBLY KNOW, BUT HE KEPT HIS FAITH AND 

HANDLED HIS LIFE IN THE PRESENT SO THAT THE 

DOORS OPENED INTO THE BIGGEST OPPORTUNITY 

OF HIS CAREER, AND ONE DAYJ YEARS LATER 

WHEN HIS FRIGHTENED AND PENITENT BROTHERS 

STOOD BEFORE HIMJ JOSEPH WAS ABLE TO SAYJ 

"I AM JOSEPH WHOM YOU SOLD INTO EGYPT. 

AND NOW DO NOT BE DISTRESSED OR ANGRY WITH 

YOURSELVES BECAUSE YOU SOLD ME THERE; FOR 

Goo SENT ME BEFORE YOU TO PRESERVE 



LIFE . . .  So IT WAS NOT You WHO SENT ME 

HERE1 BUT Goo." 
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HAVEN'T YOU HAD THE EXPERIENCE ON A JOURNEY 

WHEN BECAUSE OF A DETOUR YOU WERE ABLE TO 

EXPERIENCE SOME SCENERY AND UNIQUE PLACES 

THAT YOU WOULD NOT HAVE BEEN PART OF HAD 

YOU BEEN ABLE TO STAY ON THE MAIN ROAD 

ACCORDING TO YOUR ORIGINAL-PLAN? DETOURS 

FREQUENTLY OFFER NEW OPPORTUNITIES UNDREAMED 

OF, 

SO TOO WITH YOUR LIFE'S JOURNEY, WHEN WE 

FOLLOW JEsus� DETOURS WILL OCCUR� AND WE 

WILL BE LED INTO JOURNEYS AND PLACES WE HAD 

NOT IMAGINED. BUT THEN OUR LIFE CAN HAVE 

A PURPOSE AND A JOY THAT'S NOT POSSIBLE 

OTHERWISE. AMEN. 


