Popping Delusion’s Bubble
Isaiah 55: 1-9 Luke 13: 1-9

Many of you have been participating in the “Belief” series, and we’ve seen a
variety of people from all walks of life and from places around the world try to reach for
a new level of spirituality, a heightened level of awareness of the sacred, and push
beyond normal boundaries to achieve breakthrough experiences. It has been fascinating,
and there are three more segments to go, each of which promises to challenge us in our
own common perceptions of what our connection to what is sacred and spiritual means.

When we step out of our customary and routine understandings, we can begin to
imagine possibilities that would never have occurred to us before. That act of taking a
stance outside of the normal opens doorways invites us to transcend where we are and
reach for something new, unusual, and uncommon. That’s where spiritual growth and
development happens.

Typically, we all live inside a box or bubble of our own definition. Its boundaries
are the everyday experiences, rather predictable and scheduled, and rather comfortable.
Lent is meant to be a mild disruption of that equanimity, but a disruption nonetheless.
It is only by disruption and dislocation that we can step outside and see new things.

By transcending wherever we are, we invite the experience of the transcendent.

Yet in our own lives, we can become trapped and enthralled by the comfortable
existence and the commonplace experience that we define for our lives. We fail to see
and hear and experience a variety of alternatives.

For instance, after a still-unfolding experience with CenturyLink, we decided to
cancel our cable TV service and, following daughter and son’s lead, get our TV service
via wifi only. It will save a chunk of money, and yield more of what we want to watch
rather than hundreds of channels that we will never watch. Without that train wreck of a
bill, we would still be hooked up to cable. That option has been there for a long time,
and our kids had happily gone in that direction, but until we were blasted out of our
comfort zone, we were very hesitant to pull the cable plug.

What have you become accommodated to? What would it take to get you to
change in a big way? How can we be more intentional in directing our own lives rather
than waiting for a whopping cable bill to awaken you to different ways, ways that
challenge you to learn something new and hew a new path? Instead of being reactive
and waiting for change to clobber us over the head, or kick us in the tail to try to awaken
us from our sweet slumber, can we set ourselves on a new direction by ourselves, in our
spiritual lives, in our daily lives? Can we be dislodged off the treadmill and begin moving
through the walls of our self-imposed boundaries? Might we discover that there is so
much more out there?



Isaiah’s prophetic words are addressed to the people remaining in exile in
Babylon who have accommodated themselves quite nicely to the Babylonian way of life.
Their liberation, courtesy of the Persians, is before them. Is it time to go home?

The compromises in their lives and practices may have brought them a sense of
security, maybe satisfaction, and even comfort while in exile. Many were resigned to life
under that empire and they may have managed to succeed in getting by, getting along
with the Babylonian empire. It’s likely that, in the process, they had eased up on their
worship of their God and their devotion to the Torah-Law, or at least practiced it in a
loose manner; not too obvious and not letting religion get in the way of things. They had
adjusted their needs in life to form an exile lifestyle. What was to be gained by
abandoning their current lifestyle for one that seemed so uncertain back in Israel?
Besides, what did God have to offer? Hadn’t they made their own way in Babylon?
Where was their God then? And hadn’t God put them there?

True, they were always second class figures, aliens in a foreign land. And if there
was trouble, fingers pointed at them. They lived under the thumb of masters and there
wasn’t much of a future. But at least they know what they have and they’re okay with it.

Isaiah’s word in chapter 55 comes as an invitation to the thirsty, the hungry, and
the poor. Looking closely, it seems more of a metaphor rather than suggesting a real
hunger, thirst, or deprivation among the people. The hunger and thirst and poverty are
actually spiritual maladies, having desired things from the world, from the empire, that
meant yielding on faith, religion, and spirituality. In fact, the abundance of God and
faith in Israel’s God was what would truly satisfy them. Such spiritual abundance is what
only God can provide.

Isaiah says: Listen, listen to me, and eat what is good, and your soul will delight
in the richest of fare. This isn’t about the stomach; it’s about the soul. Rather Isaiah
reminds them that true satisfaction, a genuine sense of well-being, a firm sense of
purpose and identity, and the unique caring of the Giver of life are not vested in the
empire, but are only discovered in the God of their faith. The time is coming to return
home, to rediscover what it means to be a Jew, to be faithful to God, to be devoted to his
heavenly kingdom instead of the Babylonian Empire, or any empire for that matter.

Isaiah seeks to turn back the curtain of illusion that says life in these times comes
from serving the empire. The illusion that you're either part of the empire and what it
offers or you're lost needs to be seen in its true and corrupt form, says Isaiah. God is the
Giver and Sustainer of life, and God is calling you back to his side.

Isaiah recalls the promise to David, but not of empire per se. Rather he says that
nations will come to you because ‘God has endowed his people with splendor.’ It isn’t
about riches, power and empire, but the splendor of God that shines through his faithful
people. Cast aside the delusions of empire and worldly greatness, for greatness is only
with God. Indeed, it is God who defines the rise and fall of empires. Will you gain your
comfort, strength, and life purpose from worldly empire or from God’s sacred promise?



But these are people who saw the empire as master of their destiny. They were
shaped by the mystique of power, wealth, and dominion that came with empire. They
were hooked on the illusion of what the empire meant and turned away from their God.
Even if they were to return to God, how could they come back?

Isaiah has the answer for that, too. Seek the Lord while he may be found ... Let
him turn to the Lord and he will have mercy on him, and to our God, for he will surely
pardon. This was the prodigal son story centuries before it was known as a Jesus
saying. It means more to God to have you wholly with him than it does for any small
issue of past wrongs and sins to prevent it. And don’t try to figure it out, for my thoughts
are not your thoughts, neither are your ways my ways.

If the captive servants of Babylon were hooked on illusion, the story from Luke is
about delusion, our personal way of creating a sham reality. Our gaze into the mirror
selects our very best and enhances it. We neglect all the rest that might not appear so
attractive.

Jesus gets told about a tragedy, some juicy gossip. The victims were Galileans,
apparently killed by Roman soldiers, and somehow their blood got mixed up in the
blood of their sacrifices. No one knows what that means or how it exactly could have
happened, but it depicts a special circumstance.

The logic at work in their minds is that God punishes sinfulness through everyday
events, and God targets only sinners. Everyone knows those people are sinners
condemned by God. If a tragedy befalls someone, then they must deserve it for their
sinfulness.

Now the perception of God among these folks as waiting on sinners and then
dropping a safe on their heads isn’t too keen for starters. Then Jesus asks if they think
that these Galilean victims were any worse sinners than all the rest of the people of
Galilee. Then, citing another recent accident involving a toppled water tower that killed
18 there in Jerusalem, Jesus asks if these 18 fatalities were more guilty sinners than
everyone else in Jerusalem. These are rhetorical questions, of course. All Galileans are
sinners in the eyes of God, and all Jerusalemites are sinners in the eyes of God, and — it
goes without saying — all of Jesus’ audience was composed of sinners in the eyes of God.
And yes, all of you in this room are sinners in the eyes of God.

The gossipers were delusional as many of God’s faithful can be, thinking in their
own minds that they were somehow more righteous than others. Sinners worthy of
judgment always seem to be someone else, not us. Those sinners upon whom tragedy
falls, they were clearly condemned by God. As if we have the mind of God, we can even
explain how God deals with all these sinners.

To make his point, Jesus spins a parable about a fig tree that failed to produce
figs. That fig tree might look like the pathetic, spindly thing that’s on the bulletin cover.
Walking through a grove of healthy trees, there is this anemic thing, growing still but
certainly not producing. ‘A waste of space,” declared the owner. ‘Get rid of it and let



something beneficial to me grow in that place.” But the caretaker urges patience, asking
yet another chance, refusing to give up on the barren tree.

You see, we're the barren trees, we who were planted and cared for, for whom
there was great potential and great reward. But we’re the disappointment, yielding
nothing worthy of our continuation. Jesus fills the role of the caretaker, beseeching a
season of gracious forgiveness in the hope that the unworthy and condemned tree turns
around and meets the need of the owner. In this way, Jesus is advocating for us, the
trees whose faith hardly produces anything worthwhile. We’re the tree that could be
productive, that should be productive. Yet our faithfulness is stunted and we are
unworthy. Despite the undeniable claims against us, Jesus begs, interceding for our
benefit, even though we don’t deserve it. (And you know that every year when the owner
comes around and insists that the barren fig tree be uprooted and cast into the fire,
Jesus the caretaker of God’s people will be there once again begging for another season,
another chance.)

In Lent, we're called away from the illusions of the world’s claims on our lives, its
silly notions of success and thin ideas of goodness, it’s pathetic regard for righteousness
and its corruption of justice. What the world expects of us has nothing to do with God’s
desires for us.

And we're called to see through the delusions that imagine ourselves as righteous
and worthy when we’re neither. Typically, we pursue a worthless charade that fails to
honor God, serve the Lord’s promise, or measure up to the life we’ve been given. In the
end, we’ve detoured from the servant work for our Lord as we pursue futile promises of
the world.

Lent is a season for truth-telling and truth-seeking, getting a new understanding
of our world and ourselves. Moreover it means fitting our lives into the pattern for
which God created us. It’s important that we expose the illusions, and pop the bubble of
delusion so that we can produce the fruit of goodness and righteousness, justice and
peace as we serve Jesus Christ, our true Lord and Savior. May we come before the Lord
in repentance, seeking to model his way in deepening our faithful discipleship.



