Beating the Blahs #6

“Dealing with Disappointment”

selected Scriptures

Do you ever have days when nothing seems to go as you planned? Have you ever gotten up in the morning and thought through the day that was before you and outlined your activities, so you knew exactly what you were going to do? When you got ready to go to bed at night, did you look back and find out that you hadn’t gotten a thing done that you expected to do? That’s the story of many a life because it seems as though things seldom go as planned. That is what disappointment is. Disappointment means “not as appointed” or “not as planned.” It may take one form for a boy and quite another for his dad. For the boy it may be that picnic that got rained out; things didn’t go as he planned. The dad may have expected his boy to mow the lawn, and the rain disappointed him too, because the lawn was still unmowed and had to be done.

Things just don’t go as planned. We realize that we’re living in an upside-down world, and we wonder sometimes if we can make things come out as we plan or desire. We recognize full well that we are living in an unredeemed body, in an unredeemed creation, with an unredeemed nature within us. So we may well ask ourselves the question, How is it possible for anything ever to work out right? How can we be kept from disappointment?

Stop and think it over. What causes you to experience disappointment? Someone or something has failed to fulfill your expectations. Right? You had it all set up in your mind: the way a certain situation would work out, the way a certain person was going to respond. But it never materialized. Your wish fell fast and hard against stone-cold reality. Your desire dissolved into an empty, unfulfilled dream.

After you’ve heard a few stories of disappointment, they begin to sound painfully similar. As I spin some records in my memory, I hear several sad songs from different voices. Listen with me for a moment to their wistful echoes:

· I’m not happy in my work. When I got the job, I never realized it would be like this.

· Marriage has become a drag! On our wedding day I thought it would all be so different. It’s nothing like I imagined at all.

· She was once a friend of mine. I reached out, helped her, loved her, and gave myself to her. I thought the least she would do was respond the same way to me.

· We had them over for dinner more than once and they never did reciprocate. We didn’t even get a thank-you note. Talk about disappointment!

· He asked me out several times. I felt I was more than just another date to him. I really anticipated a deepening romance…but it never occurred. I was hurt.

· Man, I chose this college thinking it would provide me with an ideal education. Now here I am a senior—but I’m not nearly as prepared as I thought I would be.

· The discipleship group was nothing like I expected. I anticipated one thing and got another.

· We came to this church with high hopes. Expecting great things, we threw ourselves into the program without reservation. Now we’re disillusioned with the whole thing.

· Glad we had children? Hardly. You know, we thought having kids was going to be fun—a downhill slide. You can’t imagine how happy we are to see them leave the nest. They really let us down.

· God called me into the ministry. He later led my family and me into the pastorate. We were burning with zeal and bursting with hope. But after ten years, the fire’s gone out. The delight just isn’t there anymore. I’m frustrated.

· Yeah, we just got back from Europe. No, it wasn’t that great. Nothing like we thought it would be.

Recognize the tune? The scratchy sounds on the disappointment side of the disk are well-worn. Self-made bitterness, resentment, and pessimism ooze from the grooves. It’s played year after year and we’ve all heard it—or sung it.

It’s time we switched to the flip-side. We need to take an honest look at this painful thorn that blurs our vision and conceives our disappointments. Expectations. We erect mental images which are either unrealistic, unfair, or biased. Those phantom images become our inner focus, rigidly and traditionally maintained. Leaving no room for flexibility on the part of the other person (allowing no place for circumstantial change or surprise) we set in mental concrete the way things must go. When they don’t, we either tumble or grumble…or both.

We all have expectations. Whether spoken or written, clearly stated or vaguely understood, we all have them—lots of them. Our plans have been thwarted, our hopes dashed, and our schedule halted. We say, “Life isn’t supposed to be like this!” Big or small, significant or insignificant, it doesn’t matter, frustration arises when our expectations aren’t met.

Feeling frustrated often results in getting angry, regardless of whether the obstacle in our way is real or perceived. It can come from an event, the traffic, a clerk, a long wait in line, the economy, or a person. Whatever the source, if we aren’t being treated as expected, if we aren’t getting to do what we thought we could do, we get frustrated.

If we expect life to be fair and discover it’s not, we can become bitter. If we expect others to treat us with dignity and respect, we become incensed when someone is rude or discourteous. If we expect life to be hassle-free, we become perennial whiners about life’s problems. When goals are blocked and life’s not going the way we want, we get frustrated.

I believe that the key in dealing with disappointments is managing expectations. We will consider expectations on ourselves, on others, and on God.

When It Comes to Ourselves, Be Reasonable 

When it comes to expectations on ourselves, we need to be reasonable. Most of us expect too much from ourselves. We assume we should understand, do, or be something we don’t understand, can’t do, or aren’t meant to be. We get down on ourselves for not living up to our own ideals. We conduct inner whipping sessions and are far too hard on ourselves.

What would qualify as “reasonable” expectations on ourselves? Understanding who we are—sinners saved be grace, still in process of becoming like Christ—is a good start. We read in Psalm 103:13-14, “As a father has compassion on his children, so the Lord has compassion on those who fear him; for he knows how we are formed, he remembers that we are dust.” The Lord knows who and what we are, and He has compassion on us. Maybe we ought to do the same for ourselves.

We need to make our expectations realistic—as God defines “realistic,” not as others do. They should be achievable, attainable, and applicable. If they don’t fit, then they should be discarded.
 Maybe we should start small, and as smaller expectations are met, then we can grow accordingly.

We also need to keep our expectations within our control. If we expect something of ourselves that depends on someone else doing something, we set ourselves up for disappointment. We also develop bound-to-fail expectations when we make assumptions about others’ motives or intentions, when we expect life to be fair and it isn’t, when we expect others to read our minds, or when we feel a sense of entitlement to things or behaviors.
 

I’m not advocating that we have no expectations on ourselves, just that we be reasonable with them.

When It Comes to Others, Be Realistic

When it comes to expectations on others, I believe we need to be realistic. Just as we need to admit that we are dust (meaning that we are human and thus fallible), we need to admit that others are dust, too. Like the ones we place on ourselves, our expectations of others tend to be too high, and we set ourselves up for disappointment.

My motto in dealing with others has always been to lower expectations to lessen disappointment when they do not come through, and that way we can enjoy even their small successes all the more! I believe this would reduce the friction, tension, and hard feelings we often have with others.

Face it: we cannot change other people! We may try, and we set ourselves up for disappointment! Instead of trying to change people to meet our expectations for them, we need to accept them. Acceptance means giving up our dream of other people changing and becoming just who we would like them to be. After we have creatively and patiently tried everything we can think of, the other person may just be determined not to change. Some people may want to change, but they may feel incapable of doing so. Instead of fighting it, you can choose to accept their resistance or incapability and live with it.

Even how we talk can be altered. A simple tool is accomplish this is to change our demand statements to desire statements. “I desire a fulfilling marriage. I wish our children were more responsible. It would be nice if the house could be clean more often. I hope to get good grades in school. It would be wonderful if our families could get together and have a peaceful holiday.” Instead of “I expect,” “I want,” and “I demand,” we say “I desire,” “I wish,” and “I hope.”

Anytime we place demands on situations and on others, the whole system is bound to fail, because we can’t control situations, God, or those around us. We need to shift our shoulds, oughts, and musts to hopes, wishes, and desires.
We need to give one another stretching space—the room to respond and react in a variety of ways, even as our infinite Creator molded a variety of personalities. This will require a ritual burning of our list of expectations. For some of us, it could make quite a bonfire. It will also mean we stop anticipating the ideal and start living with the real—which is always checkered with failure, imperfection, and even wrong. So instead of “biting and devouring one another,” as Paul puts it in Galatians 5:15, let’s support individual freedom as we “serve one another in love,” in the words of Galatians 5:13.

When It Comes to God, Be Reverent

Finally, when it comes to our expectations on God, we must be reverent. In the life of faith, there’s always a tension between being realistic and believing that God will do some amazing things in your life. When you have great faith for the things he has promised, your expectations should be high.

But when we begin demanding that God act according to what we think is right or fair or just we set ourselves up for disappointment. Philip Yancey has written an excellent book entitled Disappointment with God that follows both Scriptural and modern-day examples of people who became frustrated toward God for not acting as they expected Him to act. Yancey points to Job, Moses, Elijah, and others who suffered from this. 

What God says He will do, He will do. We can live with the utmost expectation that God will fulfill His Word. Our problem comes in that He may not fulfill His promises on our time frame or in the manner we think He should. We need to be reverent, to let God be God and trust that His ways are best.

Two examples from Scripture demonstrate this healthy perspective. The first is found in Daniel 3:16-18. When threatened by the king with a fiery furnace, the three Jews replied,

“O Nebuchadnezzar, we do not need to defend ourselves before you in this matter. If we are thrown into the blazing furnace, the God we serve is able to save us from it, and he will rescue us from your hand, O king. But even if he does not, we want you to know, O king, that we will not serve your gods or worship the image of gold you have set up.” 
Did you hear what they said? “Even if He does not.” There it is—a statement of trust, faith, of living above and beyond the circumstances of life. Each of us has our own dreams, desires, expectations and hopes for our life. If these come to pass, we say, “Everything is all right. I can handle life and I’m content. Now I can have the peace and stability I was looking for.” 

For many of us, our faith is dependent on getting God to do what we need, especially when we’re deeply hurting. However, this is not the biblical pattern. It’s all right to say, “Oh, I hope it turns out that way.” “I hope the escrow doesn’t fall through.” “I hope he pulls through the operation.” But we must also learn to say, “It will be all right, even if it doesn’t turn out that way.”

Our stability in life begins when we can say, “even if He does not.” This is not a denial of life’s problems. It is not rolling over and giving up or refusing to face life. It is a matter of surrendering to the wisdom of God, and through this we gain strength.

It is God who gives us the grace to live life. Grace is God’s assurance that life can be all right when everything in it is all wrong. It is the power to live life today as if things will be all right tomorrow.

The second illustration from Scripture is the prophet Habakkuk. He asked a few questions in his day as well. Habakkuk was appalled by the suffering he saw around him. Here is his complaint:

How long, O Lord, must I call for help, but you do not listen? Or cry out to you, “Violence!” but you do not save? Why do you make me look at injustice? Why do you tolerate wrong? Destruction and violence are before me; there is strife, and conflict abounds. Therefore the law is paralyzed, and justice never prevails. The wicked hem in the righteous, so that justice is perverted (Hab. 1:2–4).

This is the answer to those who say, “Why? How long? God, explain things to me.” We do not live by explanations; we live by promises. God explained to Habakkuk just as much as he could take. He explains to us just as much as we can take. He does this to encourage us because we do not live on explanations, we live on promises.

Why doesn’t God give us detailed explanations of His work? Well, for two reasons. The first reason is that we could not understand all of it to begin with. God’s ways are above our ways. God’s thoughts are beyond our thoughts. It’s not important that I understand all about God. In fact, I could not worship a God I completely understood. God has to be above me and beyond me. Life has to have its mysteries. Your life cannot be like some machine, every wheel and cog of which you can explain. Life must have its mystery if it is going to have its adventure. If we’re going to live by faith, then we cannot rest only on explanations.

The second reason why God does not tell us everything about His work is simply this: We wouldn’t believe it anyway. That’s what He tells us, “which you would not believe, even if told you” (Hab. 1:5).

Our tendency, whenever God explains something to us, is to argue with Him. Peter did this. Our Lord began to explain to His disciples that He was going to go to Jerusalem to die, and what did Peter do with this explanation? He refuted it. He argued with it. He got the Lord off to one side and said, “Far be it from You, Lord! Pity Yourself! This shall not happen to You.” Jesus looked at Peter and turned and said, “Get thee behind me, Satan. You are not thinking like God, you’re thinking like a man.” 

This is the problem, isn’t it? If God did explain things to you—why you are in the hospital, why the baby died, why your husband lost his job, why your son had an auto accident—would it make you a better person? Would you really love the Lord more and trust Him more, having had this explanation? I don’t think so. Explanations do not encourage faith—promises do.

Although Habakkuk’s why seemed to go unanswered, he eventually came to the place of confidence and hope. The word “eventually” is important. This acceptance takes time:

Though the fig tree should not blossom, and there be no fruit on the vines; Though the yield of the olive should fail, and the fields produce no food; Though the flock should be cut off from the fold and there be no cattle in the stalls, yet I will exult in the Lord, I will rejoice in the God of my salvation (Hab. 3:17-18, nasb).

In spite of everything falling apart, Habakkuk could rejoice in the Lord. R. C. Sproul puts this in more modern terms, 

Though the budget is never balanced, though the stock market crashes; if [oil] prices skyrocket and [crops fail], though the auto industry folds, and the banks close their doors; if [our enemies] ravage our land and the Steelers lose the Super Bowl; yet will I rejoice in the God of my salvation. 

(You can see why I like that paraphrase!)

Eventually, you can come to the place of confidence and hope in your time of grief. As you ask God why, also ask Him to help you come to the place where you can say, “In spite of ________, I will rejoice.”

God does not explain all suffering in the world or the meaning of each loss that occurs. There is no clear explanation for some of the events that take place. God may not answer our why, but He does tell us in whom to trust so that we can endure in the time of trouble. Our why questions are normal, and they’re more than questions; often they are protests.

Habakkuk faced reality. He couldn’t understand what God was doing. He told God about it, and God met his needs. Habakkuk learned what we need to learn—that we don’t live on explanations; we live on promises.

It is amazing that the prophet should have such tremendous faith! He didn’t start that way. He started in chapter 1 with a great deal of questioning and doubting. He was wondering and worrying. But now he is worshiping and witnessing because he has learned to live by faith.

We can expect God to always do the right thing at the right time. That is trust. But we should not expect God to do things our way and in our time. That is presumption.

Pause for a moment and consider a few questions: To what expectation are you clinging? What future have you determined for yourself? What perspective will you choose if your plans come unraveled or someone shatters your dreams?

We typically view circumstances, especially those involving loss, as difficult because reality does not fulfill our expectations. Moreover, the impression that God has abandoned us to our suffering only intensifies the pain of loss and the frustration of difficulties. Let me encourage you to release your expectations. Hand them over to God, and open your hands to receive whatever He chooses to place in them.

I believe the best way to deal with disappointments in life is to relax expectations and try to really enjoy the world around us. Recover our personality and poise. Try to be gracious and keep a clear perspective about what is really important and necessary.
 Let yourself be yourself (within reason), let others be others, and let God be God. When we lower our expectations, we lower our level of disappointment. And we find joy even in the small victories of life!
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