
OUT OF THE BLUE
Reflect on Your Culture | Designing Your Life (Part 1)

Text: Exodus 2:1-10

Remember that God Is the Ultimate Designer

I’m curious to know what kicks up in you when you hear the title of our new 
message series: DESIGNING YOUR LIFE. Maybe it’s the sort of thing you 
typically feel when hearing the call to what probably sounds like some sort of 
self-improvement plan. A bunch of you already feel exhausted, don’t you? You 
wish the title of this series was “Resigning Your Life.” You’re tired and I get it! 
Others of you hear this invitation to “design your life” and you feel your 
ambition juices start to flow, don’t you? “Yes! The church is finally going to 
help me get an action plan to fulfill my dreams!” 

Well, whichever end of that spectrum you may lean towards, let me explain that 
this series ISN'T going to be one of those “Just Do It” or “Find Your Bliss” 
conversations. That's not to say that something isn't required of us. We’ll talk a 
lot more about that. But here’s a novel idea: What if it doesn't just or even 
mainly depend on YOU and your effort? What if there actually is a God who is 
already masterfully at work designing your life for HIS purposes and the key 
issue is to learn how to cooperate with him? 

If you read the Bible closely, you can’t help but be struck by all the images it 
gives us of God as THE ULTIMATE DESIGNER. God is variously depicted as an 
architect, a gardener, a potter, a refiner of silver, a textile craftsman, a 
carpenter, an engineer, a stoneworker and a cosmic painter, just to name a few 
images. The clear message is that God is the main actor in the development of 
his creatures and creation. "I know the plans I have for you, to give you 
a future and a hope" (Jer 29:11). I know the blueprint I have for you and 
this world and I’m already at work.

In other words, when I’m white-knuckled over my kids’ college admission plans, 
and my family plans, and my strategic plans, and my financial plans, and my 
health and retirement plans, I need to remember the wisdom of Solomon: 
“Many are the plans in a person’s heart, but it is the Lord’s purpose 
that prevails” (Prov 19:21). God is always at work for good someplace. My 
main job is to join him there.

So how does this actually happen? How does the Great Designer operate and 
how can you and I cooperate with him? I want to suggest that there are six 
particular means God often seems to use to shape us into the kind of people 
who advance his purposes and experience his joy. Those major tools are: 
culture, calling, conflict, communion, community, and the commonplace 
things of life. Over this series we’re going to consider the role that each of 



those tools plays in God's dealings with us, as illustrated in the story of Moses. 

Consider the Power of Cultural Context

The first dimension we'll look at is the role of CULTURE in God’s design of our 
lives. Think of culture as like the blueprint paper on which your life gets drawn 
– or to use an image from our Scripture lesson think of it as the blue water out 
of which God seeks to draw you up toward himself, as he drew Moses’ life out 
of the waters of the Nile (Exodus 2:10). In this sense, CULTURE is the essential 
context of your life. 

In his wonderful book, A WORK OF HEART: HOW GOD SHAPES SPIRITUAL 
LEADERS, Reggie McNeal says that culture is the first major instrument in the 
development of a leader's heart. “It creates the backdrop for all the rest of the 
story lines…Culture include[s] all the environmental influences that shape 
[your] life.” The historical period you’re living in, the family and traditions you 
were born into, the politics, societal values and crises of your times all 
constitute your “culture.” Reggie reminds us that “culture is not neutral; it 
contains both positive and negative forces.” In other words, there are aspects 
of your culture that God uses to equip you positively for his purposes and there 
are other aspects of your culture that he wants you to react against so that you 
can help make a new and healthier kind of culture for yourself and others. 
Think about how this worked in the life of Moses. 

Moses, as most of you know, was a Prince of Egypt. He was raised in the palace 
of Pharoah, the White House of his time, and conditioned from childhood to 
think of himself as meant for leadership. Every day he watched his Egyptian 
family governing a nation. He picked up, no doubt, all kinds of lessons on how 
to organize systems, distribute resources, handle crises, lead large numbers of 
people, and administer the law. Every one of those cultural experiences would 
later prove positively invaluable when he found himself at the head of another 
kind of nation, serving a higher law. God had equipped Moses for purposes he 
couldn’t begin to see in younger years.

You see, there was another part to Moses’ cultural context. He was secretly a 
Jew. He’d been born into a Jewish family, nursed at the breast of a Jewish 
mother, and exposed to the deprivations, persecution, and indignities suffered 
by the Hebrew people who lived as slaves of the Egyptians. Heck, his mom had 
had to give him up for adoption to save him from that. She pushed his little 
floating cradle out on the waters of the Nile at a time when the Egyptians were 
slaughtering Hebrew kids. This negative part of Moses’ cultural context also 
shaped him. It gave him a profound loyalty and heartache for the plight of the 
Hebrew people. It grew up in him a passion for justice like God’s own heart and 
a desire to see the Jewish people set free from slavery, though it would take 
years before the full import of this would propel Moses into his ultimate role in 
history.



It was out of this blue background of CULTURE that God drew Moses’ life. He 
used both of his families, his time in Egypt and the wilderness, and the societal 
struggles of his time to design a heart and life that advanced God’s purposes in 
an amazing way. 

Examine the Blue Backdrop of Your Life

When I think about my own small story in contrast to Moses’ big one, I still feel 
some measure of wonder. As some of you know, I was raised in New York, 
educated in Connecticut and New Jersey, with every intention of staying on the 
East Coast the rest of my life. You can make fun of the New York Yankees, if 
you like, but I tell you: Those were my people! I grew up in a politician’s home, 
studied political science in college and, after what I expected to be a brief 
internship in Northern Ireland, was very certain that I would take up the family 
trade. Yet all of these cultural experiences were part of another plan. 

It turns out that all those lessons I got from my younger years in public 
speaking, listening to constituents, organizing efforts to meet needs, raising 
money and the like were actually going to be useful in a different profession 
than politics. As an atheist teenager, I had no clue that my mom’s devotion to 
Bible study when I was a child or my dad’s rediscovery of Christ later on, or the 
tragedies our family endured would end up having a profound effect on my 
own spirituality and send my life in a new direction. 

When I was a little boy, I learned from my grandmother that she’d grown up in 
a place called Chicago and that my uncle was named after an ancestor in the 
1800’s who’d been a well-known preacher there. Strangely, this would one day 
make it conceivable to me to move to Chicago myself. I now see that all that 
time spent living amidst business and professional leaders, and doing political 
and social work in cities like Yonkers and Belfast, was cultivating a resonance 
with the burdens carried by both the affluent and the poor that would give me 
a heart for this congregation and its mission in the world. 

God has used the experience of marriage and parenthood to change me and 
make me more useful to him. He’s using the religious, political and social 
struggles of our time to grow my resolve to be a person of convicted civility 
and a bridge builder, to try to make the parts of culture I can affect more like 
the kingdom of God. I no longer know how to label an experience I am having 
as positive or negative because I’ve come to see now that with God, nothing is 
wasted. Each element of my context has been used or is being used or might 
be used by him to design a life that furthers his purposes. Maybe this is what 
the Psalmist felt when he said: ”I praise you because I am fearfully and 
wonderfully made; [God] your works are wonderful” (Psalm 139:13-18).

Ask the Creative Cultural Questions



So here’s the question again, with Moses’ big story and my little story as 
illustrations: How is God using YOUR cultural context to design YOU? What do 
you see when you examine the blue backdrop of your life? In doing that, 
maybe you’ll find helpful these three CREATIVE QUESTIONS Reggie McNeal 
recommends. 

First, ask yourself, what culture did I come from? How has your family, race, 
gender, the places you’ve lived and the roles you’ve had, formed you positively 
for God’s purposes. Or on the negative side, how has your culture created scars 
or stuck-places you need to ask God’s help to face and overcome so you can be 
better used? 

Secondly, what culture confronts you? Maybe the social, political, or religious 
currents of our times have rocked your boat. Perhaps you are disturbed by 
particular patterns in the culture of your family, workplace, school, or church or 
the wider society. Assess where you stand in relationship to those contexts. 
What might that be telling you about the mission God has for you in days 
ahead? 

And, finally, what culture needs designing?  What does the flourishing family, 
school, church, workplace, or society you envision look like? In his marvelous 
bestseller, THE ROAD TO CHARACTER, New York Times columnist, David Brooks, 
tells the story of Frances Perkins, a graduate of the prestigious Mount Holyoke 
College in Massachusetts who spoke with an upper-crust accent and could trace 
her lineage back to the American Revolution. On March 25, 1911, Frances 
happened to be attending a tea in New York City when a tremendous 
commotion broke out nearby. Rushing outside to a neighboring street, Perkins 
stared in horror as she saw people leaping to their death from the upper floors 
of a burning building. She had stumbled upon the famous Triangle Shirtwaist 
Factory fire – until 9/11, the most famous fire in New York history. 

In the days that followed, it became clear to all that this fire could easily have 
been prevented. The deplorable working conditions of the factory had been the 
subject of protesting that had gone ignored by both the company and city. 
Frances Perkins found her heart broken to that point where grief galvanizes into 
a calling. She would go on to leave a life of prissy teas and distant concerns to 
become one of the most powerful crusaders for safe working conditions our 
nation has ever seen. 

In designing their vocational path, most people today, says Brooks, ask the 
personal questions: What do I like? What are my gifts? What do I want from 
life? The people of extraordinary character I have studied, however, started by 
asking the cultural questions instead: “What does life want from me? What are 
my circumstances calling me to do?” "This perspective,” writes Brooks, “begins 
with an awareness that the world existed long before you and will last long 



after you, and that in the brief span of your life you have been thrown… into a 
specific place with specific problems and needs. Your job is to figure certain 
things out: What does this environment need in order to be made whole? What 
is it that needs repair? What tasks are lying around waiting to be performed? In 
this scheme of things, writes Brooks, we don’t create our lives; we are 
summoned by life.” 

That’s the first big idea I hope you’ll remember about Designing Your Life. One 
of the primary ways that God shapes and summons people is through the 
context of culture. God draws people like Moses, Frances, me and you… Out of 
the Blue.
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