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CHILDREN—my first appointment Sussex County driving home from late
night pastoral emergency. Stopped at stop sign, looked both ways, saw 4
headlights--2 cars far away on my left. Pulled out, next thing | nleright

lights immediately behind me! What happened? | was tired, wanted to ge
home. My perception was off. | made it home safely but much more afvar
how susceptible | am to optical illusion at night—hope I've learned ®igiv

up and pay more attention. Nathaniel suffered from spiritual illusion—"Can
anything good come out of Nazareth?”

Have you ever noticed that the moon looks bigger on horizenw is
actually same size as it appears high in the sky? We #raivibout how do
we still get it wrong? The brain gets fooled by tlee$ and the landscape in
the line of sight on the horizon into a perception thatmoon is farther
away. lItis an optical illusion. Now we may not hawewn exactly why

this happens but we have been aware that we sufferdiptical illusion. It's
good to know because when you know you suffer from optloalan from
time to time you can learn to give it up and see whagaly true.

Now we are the most intelligent creatures on earth; wehar species of the
highest order and yet our perceptions can be so far offjraims are so
easily fooled. You see, as intelligent creaturespasiss of the highest
order eventually you just have to learn that your perweps off—that your
brain is susceptible to illusion. In certain circuamtes you have to learn to
give up illusion, no matter how it appears, and find morgwrarthy ways to
make sure you get it right.

But this is not the only kind of illusion from which our sps suffers. As
you hear the Word of God today you encounter a stark remifiéderother
illusion from which you suffer. You need to learn to gikies one up too. In
the face of this illusion you need to find more trustivprivays to make sure
you get it right because if you don’t get this one rigbtnbt your brain that
gets fooled—it's your heart. You see, the Bible says suffer from
spiritual illusion—spiritual illusion—that's when yotieart gets fooled and
your perception of truth is so far off that you get Gadng, you get Jesus
wrong, you get life wrong.



In the Gospel of John this morning Nathaniel got it wrowhen his friend
Philip comes up to him so full of excitement and joy and tam, “We've
found the One Moses wrote of in the Law, the One preasihé¢ide prophets.
It's Jesus, Joseph’s son, the One from Nazareth. aNigth he’s the One!!”
Philip believes Jesus to be the Messiah, the one who wioald/ffulfill all
the promises of God for God’s people—the savior of the worltat\Wé
Nathaniel's response? “psshh! Can anything good come dlazaireth!
Humf! Nazareth! You've got to be kidding!” Nazarethsasasmall,
insignificant village about half-way between the Medaesan and the Sea
of Galilee well off the beaten path from which not mgolod had come at
all. No, the Messiah could not come from there. Plsilgot it wrong. He
can't be the one.

Now Nathaniel hasn’t even met Jesus and doesn’t know fuh laivabout
him—he just knows he’s come from Nazareth. But heaaly suffers from
spiritual illusion. His heart is fooled into expectingrsthing entirely
different in the Messiah and that spiritual illusjprevents him from
recognizing the truth and knowing his Lord.

You see, our hearts get fooled, just like Nathanaelsalme we expect God
to
--always be in all the high places when in Jesus CBuost is actually
in all the low places
--always be in the proper, socially acceptable placeswhéesus
Christ God is especially in the out-of-place, unusuad, @dinary
places
--always be only the bestower of wealth and blessing uponeheo-
do of this world when in Jesus Christ God actually suffetis thie
poor
--always be the one who makes sure you get everythings@di when
all along God in Jesus Christ calls you to give thatrsth@ay have
enough
--always and only be right here in the church when insl&hrist God
is actually out there right in the midst of the muck &me mire and
the struggles of peoples lives
--always do just what you expect God to do when all alood) \ll
always do what God does.



Unfortunately the Church has always suffered from spiritlusiion like this.
--the early church®ithought that the new Christian movement was
only open to Jews who followed all the Jewish ritual and jwest
and excluded the Gentiles, the non-Jewish population
--the medieval church felt God called them to Crusade whitlthe
church to a terrible era of violence where all who wouldfolidw
Jesus were killed in war
--in our day some of the most bitter and violent cordlamnong people
have their roots in differences between religious faith
It is all, every bit of it, an illusion, it's a lieThis is not what God calls us to
do and be. But tragically, just as we are susceptidgtioal illusion so we
are painfully susceptible to spiritual illusion. And, undorately, even as you
cannot help suffering from optical illusion because thass the way your
brain works, so you cannot help suffering from spirituakitbn because your
heart is shaped by the culture in which you live. Whaunlgarn all your life
that what is really valuable is found in high placegrper places, in
wealth, in being first, and that God is only in the chugaiur perceptions are
off. Your heart gets fooled. You don't recognize thehirybu get God
wrong, you get Jesus wrong, you get life wrong.

That's why the church has to hear the Gospel again amd &gnday after
Sunday. If we ever stop listening to the Gospel we wllsfafar back into
our own illusions that we will actually begin to beliehatt

--God is only in high places;

--we could never even imagine God ever being in out-ofeplac
unusual, ordinary places;

--you and | are the most wealthy and powerful people oh badause
we work the hardest and are the most faithful of all Godopleeand
that God may well love everybody but God loves us most;

--we deserve everything we have because we have eaamet@od
really didn’t give it all to us in the first place;

--God is only known and experienced in the sanctuary, thel&y
School class, where we are insulated, protected, fronméviable
change and difficulties and tragedies of life.

Sisters and brothers, that's all an illusion. Angaonr heart of hearts you
know that to be true.

If you are so susceptible to illusion, if your heafjuist as easily fooled by
spiritual illusion as your brain by optical illusiowhat do you do to make
sure you get it right? Well, just as with an optitlakion, so also with a
spiritual illusion—you have to learn to give it up. Ankhow just the one to
teach you how. Would you meet Jesus again this morning?



Now of all the Gospel writers, the writer of the GospeJohn makes very
clear that this Jesus is divine—the Son of God; one wahr#ther in the
creation of the world; God made flesh. But this Gospdkwalso wants to
make very clear that this Jesus was very much a hbeiag—that’'s what
“God became flesh and lived among us” means. For exaogiiejou
imagine anyone who got along so well with everybody, espethed least
respectable folks around, not having a sense of humor? Ssus,ldeghed,
enjoyed a good joke now and then, he even told a few, rightim¢he
Gospel—subtle ones we find in the curious way he told pegamnd stories
so that the common folks always knew exactly what/&s really talking
about. Jesus, you see, was a real, flesh and blood human ejog.were
a common person, poor, a peasant barely getting by, aofithstpeople
were in Jesus’ time, and you met Jesus at the tinleaNe| did you would
have liked him, instantly.

Nathaniel met Jesus. Jesus came up to him with arblg sn his face and |
suppose put a hand on his shoulder and said, “Ah, hereyiatrusraelite in
whom there is no deceit!”, and greeted him as if he \adife-long friend.
By his manner and his welcome, Jesus shares a farmiditional greeting
with his Jewish brother. He calls him an Israelitejan of Israel. Israel,
you may remember, was first called Jacob. God changedcims fiom
Jacob to Israel—the name Jacob means “deceiver.” Jdbus,Ishares a
kind of inside joke with his new friend, kind of like “How arewyou old
so-and-so!” just as if Jesus knew him all along. Athblaiel first meets
Jesus, he encounters one whom he had never met, yehewdkn very
well. In Jesus he met someone who knew him bettertta&knew himself.
When he met Jesus, Nathaniel begins to learn who he hiaahy is. In
Jesus Christ God knows Nathaniel very well. It wasthight then, that he
gave up all his illusions and said in his heart: “Jegus know me very
well. You know how much my heart gets fooled. You knbevtruth. Let
me follow you because | need to get this right.” You sedesus Christ,
Nathaniel met God.

The Psalmist said it, “O Lord, you have searched mekaadn me. You
know when | sit down and when | rise up. You discerntimayghts from far
away. You search out my path and my lying down, and ajgaatted with
all my ways.”

What do you do to make sure you get it right? When do yeugive up on
illusion and begin to learn the truth? The Church says



--it began in you long before you were born at God’s eatlhesights
of you.

--it continued in you in your baptism when you were @ested to the
God who loves you and knows you better than you do

--it grows in you whenever you share in the communitiaibh in the
prayer, worship, sacrament, and service of the church

--it takes root in you when you follow Jesus into unexmkptaces,
taking a risk, stepping out of your comfort zone and cortortihe
stewardship of service through the ministries such as PORWard,
DUCO, and mission teams.

It happens again and again in your life when Jesoesaip to greet you
with a simile on his face, a hand on your shoulder, callsbyoname, and
says, “How are you, you old so-and-so?” When you meeis)J¢hat's when
you give up on illusion and begin to learn the truth.

So let the Gospel speak to you this morning. You see, theeGaster
knows, and Nathaniel learns, that God does not save the indHe ways
you expect. It doesn’t appear that
--a man of humble Middle Eastern origins, born in a stalile avcattle
feeder for a crib would amount to much of anything
--a carpenter who gives up his trade to spend his time witleis, tax
collectors, the unclean, and prostitutes wandering the rysuohe is a
very ambitious sort of fellow at all
--one who lives his life by loving the most the leastupate in life by
giving, by denying himself, by taking the last place at thietalould
ever get anywhere in life
--a man who defies the religious authorities untildénally executed
by the state can possibly be a man of God at all.
This is not what you expect of a Messiah. God does nettbawvorld in
ways you expect.

But this is your Messiah. This is your Lord. This isonhe is. This is the
One who calls you everyday to follow him. He is callyog today. Don’t
get it wrong. Unless you listen to him, unless you thissevery word, you
better believe your heart will get fooled every singlestitres will begin to
look like truth, and your spiritual perception will befao off that you get
God wrong, you get Jesus wrong, you get life wrong.

Give up your illusion and get it right. Meet Jesus magaht now, your
Messiah and your Lord.
William G. Davidson



