
 

 

  

PIVOT! PIVOT! PIVOT! PIVOT! 
PIVOT! PIVOT! 
Four weeks to point you in the right direction. 

John Young 
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1. Introduction 

 

Even though I'm not a huge fan of the long-running Friends sitcom (a reality that is not likely to win 

me many friends, I recognize), I am quite familiar with the famous, and admittedly quite funny, 

scene in which several of the main characters are attempting to move a large couch up a small, 

winding stairwell. While trying to take one of the corners, Ross repeatedly calls out to the other 

movers, "Pivot! Pivot! Pivot! Pivot! Pivot! Pivot!" To which Chandler replies, "Shut up! Shut up! 

Shut up!" 

  

The good news for you is that this lesson series has nothing to do with moving heavy furniture or 

the less-than-helpful guidance we often receive while trying to do so. Instead, over the next four 

weeks, we will exploring what the Bible and the best modern research have to say about decision-

making when we are confronted with major changes in our lives. This is not necessarily a class on 

repentance, or a turning-away from sin or other destructive behaviors, but rather on what to do 

when we are faced with significant turning points in our lives when there may or may not be a clear 

right answer. 

  

Particularly in our twenties and thirties, we are faced with several decisions of significant magnitude 

in short order, and it can often be difficult to know which way to turn, especially if all of the options 

seem roughly equivalent or at least comparable. Yet we also know that we sometimes regret our 

decisions or at least wonder what might have been if we had gone a different way. (Robert Frost, 

anyone?) So, how can we navigate the turbulent waters of school and career choices, dating, 

marriage, housing, and the like? 

  

As we begin, let's take a look at the example of Abram (Abraham) and Lot, who were faced with a 

tough decision about where to move their families and belongings. 

  

Now Lot, who was moving about with Abram, also had flocks and herds and tents. But the land could not support 

them while they stayed together, for their possessions were so great that they were not able to stay together. And 

quarreling arose between Abram’s herders and Lot’s. The Canaanites and Perizzites were also living in the land at 

that time. 

  

So Abram said to Lot, “Let’s not have any quarreling between you and me, or between your herders and mine, for we 

are close relatives. Is not the whole land before you? Let’s part company. If you go to the left, I’ll go to the right; if you 

go to the right, I’ll go to the left.” 
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Lot looked around and saw that the whole plain of the Jordan toward Zoar was well watered, like the garden of 

the Lord, like the land of Egypt. (This was before the Lord destroyed Sodom and Gomorrah.) So Lot chose for 

himself the whole plain of the Jordan and set out toward the east. The two men parted company: Abram lived in the 

land of Canaan, while Lot lived among the cities of the plain and pitched his tents near Sodom. Now the people of 

Sodom were wicked and were sinning greatly against the Lord. (Genesis 13:5-13) 

  

We may already know how this story ultimately plays out, and of course the later sections of this 

passage do foreshadow that Sodom wasn't the best place for Lot to settle in the long run. But we 

also need to keep in mind that how Lot's story unfolded had at least as much to do with how he 

responded to later events as it did with his decision here, and at any rate, Abram saw these two spots 

as being acceptable, so we should not judge Lot too harshly for what he may not have known about 

Sodom at the time. 

  

For our purposes here, we want to focus on Abram's wisdom, since that is where we have 

(probably!) the most to learn. Abram and Lot were both quite wealthy, and even though they were 

close family members and friends, there were logistical constraints put on them by their shared need 

to feed and water their herds. Abram, as the older and likely wealthier and more powerful of the 

two, could have stayed with the status quo, even though it wasn't working. (We do the same thing 

sometimes, don't we?) He also could have told Lot to take a hike, essentially, either leading to a 

ruptured family relationship or out-and-out conflict. 

  

Thankfully, though, Abram took a much wiser path. He decided what the most important thing was-

-as we can see from his actions, it must have been preserving his relationship with Lot, rather than 

settling in a particular area or flexing his muscle--and took the appropriate step to achieve that end. 

Even though was essentially outsourcing his real estate decisions to his nephew, he retained and 

protected what was most important to him. 

  

Abram's and Lot's decisions would have positive and negative consequences further down the road. 

They were imperfect men faced with an imperfect situation. But they each did the best they could 

with the information and values they had, and so they serve as key examples for us of the 

circumstances in which we often find ourselves when faced with major decisions. We usually don't 

have complete information, and we often have goals which come into conflict with others' wishes or 

which are mutually exclusive with our other aims. When we pivot, then, we don't always know quite 

where we will end up, but that doesn't mean we are flying totally blind, either. 

  

More on that next time. 
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Questions for Discussion: 

  

1. In what areas of your life have you recently had to make major decisions? How did you 

come to your conclusions? 

2. In what areas of your life have you regretted, or at least questioned, a major decision? How 

have you responded to those feelings? 

3. What is a biblical story, or example from your own experience, in which someone 

demonstrated wise decision-making in a way that impressed you? What was so praiseworthy 

about that decision?  
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2. College Majors, Careers, and Callings 

 

In the course of my daily devotional readings, I recently came across an article by Paul David Tripp 

titled "Astronauts and Archaeologists." According to Tripp, when we are younger, we tend to shoot 

for the stars, dreaming lofty dreams and planning ambitious plans all the while. As we age, though, 

we start to question our earlier decisions and goals, leading us to wonder if or when we might have 

taken a wrong turn. 

  

When you’re young, you excitedly launch to worlds unknown. You have all the significant decisions of life before you. 

It’s a time of exploration and discovery. It’s a time to go where you’ve never been and do what you’ve never done. 

In your younger days, you spend much of your time assessing your potential and considering opportunities. But as you 

get older, you begin to look back at least as much as you look forward. 

As you look back, you tend to dig through the dirt that makes up your past, uncovering desires, words, and actions, 

situations, locations, and relationships. As you do, you can’t help but evaluate how you did or what you could have 

done differently. (https://www.paultripp.com/wednesdays-word/posts/astronauts-and-archaeologists) 

  

This sense of regret, or at least wistfulness, is common to many of us, especially if we've made a 

radical change of college major or career somewhere along the way. In my own case, from high 

school all the way through my undergraduate studies, I had always planned to become a lawyer. I 

studied history and political science, two of the more common pre-law majors, and did well on my 

LSAT. I interned at the courthouse full-time for three summers, was accepted to multiple programs, 

and was excited about what the future held for me. But when I got to law school, I absolutely hated 

it. I realized that what I had enjoyed about working at the courthouse was the people, not the work 

itself. Sitting in the history section of the law library one day, I decided that I would return to the 

study of history. From there, I earned a master's degree and a doctorate in the field, and I am now 

an associate professor teaching a variety of church history courses. All's well that ends well, right? 

  

Yes, but even though things worked out well in my career path, I still occasionally wonder what life 

would have been like if I had stuck with law school, gritted it out, and returned to working at the 

courthouse or a similar environment. Would I have rediscovered my love of the law? Would the less 

convenient working hours have been outweighed by the better compensation? Would I feel as if I 

was contributing to the well-being of my local area, and would I still be able to contribute time and 

energy to my local church? More personally, would I have started dating, gotten engaged and then 

married to, and then had a child with my wife? Would I have established a family with someone else, 

somewhere else? And so on. 

  

https://www.paultripp.com/wednesdays-word/posts/astronauts-and-archaeologists
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Frankly, there is no way that I could answer these questions conclusively. Tripp continues, "The 

seductive thing about our 'if onlys' is that there is a bit of plausibility to them." Perhaps I did make 

the wrong decision by quitting law school. Or maybe I chose the wrong field when I left. Or maybe 

I ended up as a professor at the wrong school. Given a little time, it's easy for us to spin out 

hypothetical scenarios which are at least as appealing as our current circumstances. So, what do we 

do? 

  

The first step, Tripp writes, is to remember that while our stories are important, they are not THE 

story. "When you begin to accept that your most significant problem in life is not what has 

happened or been done to you, you start to get excited about the rescuing grace of Jesus Christ." 

Getting the proper framing for our life circumstances can help us see that perhaps the apples and 

oranges comparisons we make are really not so significant when placed next to the watermelon of 

grace. (That's a phrase I never expected to write.) 

  

That isn't a silver bullet, though, and even when we do our best to keep things in perspective, that 

doesn't automatically fix issues in our workplaces, relationships, or anywhere else. Fortunately, there 

are some practical things we can do to help us remember why we made those changes--or to help 

guide us into and through those changes if we need to make them. In Life Reimagined: The Science, Art, 

and Opportunity of Midlife, Barbara Bradley Hagerty offers three primary tips for navigating these times 

of transition in our lives. First, she writes, "Engage with verve…. Choose where to invest your energy, 

and do so intentionally, because the clearest path to a robust midlife is purposeful engagement." 

Second, to the extent that you have to choose, "Choose purpose over happiness…. After sorting through 

piles of data, the researchers have concluded that pursuing happiness can backfire, but pursuing 

eudaimonia rarely fails." And finally, as we gestured at above, "Your thinking is your experience. How you 

think can shape how you experience the world, your career, your relationships, your health, your 

happiness. Please note that I am not arguing that whistling a happy tune will make you healthy, 

wealthy, and wise; at least, not entirely." 

  

Remember that by focusing on these places where we can implement change, or evaluate the 

changes we have already made, we can make sure we are where we need to be--and then, as much as 

is possible, be content while we are there. 

  

Questions for Discussion: 

  

1. Do you see the astronaut-to-archaeologist transition in your own life story? When and 

where? 

2. Have you ever made a major change of college major, career, or calling? Do you miss 

anything from your previous path? Does that regret outweigh the benefits of the new path? 
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3. Read Philippians 4:11-13. What was the context of Paul's writing? How can these verses, and 

the circumstances under which they were written, help us keep our own struggles with regret 

in perspective?  
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3. Regerts 

 

Two closely related features of life, both of which you've probably noticed by now, are that 1) you 

can't go back, and 2) you don't get any do-overs. These realities don't mean that we can't make 

important changes (after all, that's the main theme of this series!) but they do mean that once we 

make a decision, even if we later make a different decision, we close off certain paths or 

opportunities for our lives. 

  

We see this play out in all areas of life. If I decide to work straight out of high school rather than 

going to college, I may very well make more money, but I might miss out on certain social 

opportunities, and some careers will be closed to me without the relevant degrees or certifications. If 

I instead go to college, and maybe even tack on some graduate-level education, I simultaneously 

qualify myself to work in a given field that would have otherwise been closed to me while also 

limiting my usefulness for other pursuits. I buy a fixer-upper house and save money doing 

renovations myself, gaining helpful experience along the way, but I lose the time that I might have 

had available if I'd bought the new construction. Or, I buy the new construction and have more time 

on my hands, but I don't have as much money to enjoy in that time. 

  

We could pull out any number of examples from elsewhere in our lives--dating or  marrying one 

person rather than another; moving to one city or state or country rather than another; getting 

involved in one church rather than another. These kinds of decisions rarely have clear right-or-

wrong answers, and even if our decisions prove to be wise ones that lead us to happy and fulfilling 

lives, we might still find ourselves asking, "What if?" 

  

We explored this question as it related to career choices last week, but in this lesson, we will zoom 

out a bit to think through its implications--and how we can move past the question--in other aspects 

of our lives. A key reference this week is the philosopher Kieran Setiya's interesting and practical 

work Midlife: A Philosophical Guide; all quotations below come from it unless otherwise noted. 

  

Setiya observes that even when our lives turn out well, proving the wisdom of our decision-making, 

we still tend to default to the "What if?" question. Speaking of his own career path, he writes, 

  

"I don’t regret my decision. I don't believe I would have lived a better life in poetry or medicine; 

most likely, worse. I have been very fortunate. I am lucky to have a tenured position in philosophy 

at a time of financial duress in academia; even luckier to be sheltered by the wealth and stability of 

MIT. I am lucky to have wonderful colleagues and students. [But] in spite of everything, when I run 

the experiment, draw "doctor" or "poet" from the hat of personal history, trace a branch in the tree 
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of possibilities now cut off, I feel a sense of loss that is not unlike regret. There are the poems I will 

never write, the lives I will not save." (56) 

  

These can be tough pills to swallow! We don't want to complain about the good things in our lives, 

and of course there is no guarantee that the alternate-world us would have been any happier. As a 

philosopher, Setiya offers a few thoughts for us from his field which can help us work through these 

kinds of wonderings about the doors we could have chosen but didn't. 

  

The first piece of advice he offers is to remember that if we seek to turn back the clock, to throw 

open the possibilities that we closed with our earlier decisions, "what you long for is akin to 

retrograde amnesia. It would require a similar dissolution of the structure that gives meaning to your 

life." (75) In other words, we are to a considerable degree the products of our experiences and the 

memories that we carry of them. Rewinding the clock to take a different path might make for a 

happier someone, but that "you" wouldn't really be "you." 

  

Second, he contends, "you cannot be saved from missing out except by an appalling diminution of 

the world or your response to it." (75) What this means in layman's terms is simply that it is the very 

richness of our lives and the choices we face that makes it possible for us to have regrets. If we were 

mindless automatons who could do no other than what we were programmed to do, we would lack 

the capacity for regret; similarly, if we had no regrets at all, that would likely mean that we were 

living some pretty drab lives. 

  

Finally, according to Setiya, "the value of having options is too limited to justify throwing your life 

away." (75) To offer a silly example of my own creation, you might imagine someone who wants to 

buy a car. This person has plenty saved and can pay cash for any vehicle they might like. However, 

they can never settle on a particular make and model and are perpetually waiting on a better sale. 

They spend years traveling in other, less convenient ways, at great costs of time and energy to 

themselves, when even a suboptimal car would have been a better option. The key here? Don't let 

the perfect be the enemy of the good! 

  

Questions for Discussion: 

  

1. Read Ecclesiastes 12, one of my favorite chapters in the Bible. The Teacher certainly had 

regrets about the way he lived his life, but he still ultimately found meaning in the pursuit. 

How did he do that, and what was the conclusion he reached? 

2. Have you ever regretted a good decision? Why? Do you think making a different choice 

would have led you to a world with fewer or no regrets? 



9 
 

3. Read Robert Frost's famous but often misunderstood poem "The Road Not Taken." (The 

poem can be found at https://www.poetryfoundation.org/poems/44272/the-road-not-

taken in case you don't have a print copy.) Does the narrator really know which path is 

better? What implications might that have for us as we think about the paths of our lives?  

https://www.poetryfoundation.org/poems/44272/the-road-not-taken
https://www.poetryfoundation.org/poems/44272/the-road-not-taken
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4. When to Change 

 

As we get ready to bring this series to a close, this lesson will focus on some very practical guidance 

that can help us determine not just if but when to make the kinds of major changes, or at least 

decisions, that we have spotlighted in this study. The material in this lesson comes primarily from 

Katy Milkman's book How to Change: The Science of Getting from Where You Are to Where You Want to Be, 

a wonderful resource that explores why lasting change is so difficult--but crucially, not impossible!--

for us to achieve. 

  

In How to Change, Milkman strongly emphasizes the importance of "life chapters," or the standard 

transitions we go through in different stages of our lives, to creating lasting change. It is much easier 

to establish a new routine in an area where we do not already have experience (or bad habits) than it 

is to try to refine a tendency that is less than ideal. One example she provides comes from the world 

of parenting, which is, as of late, near and dear to my heart. Convincing people who were already 

parents and who had already established patterns of behavior to change their approach for a given 

parenting task proved difficult, but researchers found that first-time parents had a much easier time 

following current best practices because they came in with few, if any, preconceived notions based 

on prior experiences. 

  

So our first task, then, is to keep an eye out for those times and types of transitions within our lives 

and try to leverage them to achieve lasting change. Starting a new job closer to home? Establish a 

habit of walking or biking to work—it will be easier to start at the beginning than to try to add it in 

later. Moving to a new city or state? Set a regular time to check in with family and friends that you 

might not have spoken with as much as you should have. Having a child? Create a habit of spending 

time together in prayer as a family early on when schedules are less set. 

  

But what if we aren’t near any of those kinds of major breaks within our narrative? Milkman writes, 

“There’s just one problem: true blank slates are incredibly rare. Almost all of the behaviors we want 

to change are everyday, customary, and baked into our hectic and well-established routines.” Can we 

still use the power of the life chapter to help create lasting change, though? Absolutely—we just 

have to get a little more creative. 

  

"This research helped us develop the idea that the start of a new life chapter, no matter how small, 

might be able to give people the impression of a clean slate. These new chapters are moments when 

the labels we use to describe ourselves, who we are, and what we're living through shift, compelling 

us to shift with them. We go from 'student' to 'working professional'; 'renter' to 'homeowner'; 'single' 

to 'married'; 'adult' to 'parent'; 'New Yorker' to 'Californian'; 'denizen of the 90s' to 'twenty-first-

century American' all in the flip of a switch." 
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But these shifts in identity don’t have to be so weighty: “Labels matter to our behavior. When we’re 

labeled ’voters’ (instead of people who vote), ‘carrot eaters’ (instead of people who eat carrots 

whenever they can), and ’Shakespeare readers’ (instead of people who read Shakespeare a lot), it 

influences how we act, not just how we describe ourselves.’” 

  

So, then, expert at navigating change: get to it! 

  

Questions for Discussion: 

1. Read Ecclesiastes 3:1-8. How might the Teacher’s wisdom help us think about the “life 

chapter” research from a biblical perspective? 

2. Over the last four weeks, what new information or insight has made the biggest difference to 

you? Why is that? 

3. What is the next step for you in whatever time of transition that you are currently working 

through? 


