From Covenant to Covenant: An Illusion Shattered

John 12:12-16


John’s gospel offers a glimpse of Jesus’ final arrival in Jerusalem. In this glimpse we see a crowd of people with palm branches and hear shouts of hosanna. Jesus rides into the city on a young donkey and amid kingly claims.


Everything seems to point to the fulfillment of a dream that had been generations in the making. God’s people finally would receive a leader to establish the reign for which they’d longed for so long. The people who’d gathered to celebrate Passover in Jerusalem were hungry for a messiah who would rescue them from the oppressive rule of the Roman Empire.


As one writer describes it: “This empire hung their political opponents on crosses outside the gates of the city so all who entered could witness to what happened to anyone who got in the way of the empire’s deeds. Daily oppression, day by day, year by year, was foisted on these people simply because of their faith or their economic station in life. The people hungered for a messiah who would destroy the Roman Empire and lead them in an apocalyptic battle over the forces of the evil empire.”


But perhaps it was that very hunger that shifted the dream of God’s reign into an illusion. An illusion that led the people to look for a messiah who’d bring earthly power and victory rather than a messiah who’d usher in God’s reign of justice and mercy.

Even the disciples, those individuals closest to Jesus, didn’t understand. Jesus had told them the end was near, but their illusion of how things should go stood in the way of their really hearing and believing that message.


The events of the week ahead of them would shatter that illusion. The question is whether it would destroy their faith.

In his book New Seeds of Contemplation, Thomas Merton warns about confusing faith with illusions that make us feel good about God and ourselves:


How many people are there in the world of today who have “lost their faith” along with the vain hopes and illusions of their childhood? What they called “faith” was just one among all the other illusions. They placed all their hope in a certain sense of spiritual peace, of comfort, of interior equilibrium, of self-respect. Then when they began to struggle with the real difficulties and burdens of mature life, when they became aware of their own weakness, they lost their peace, they let go of their precious self-respect, and it became impossible for them to “believe.” That is to say it became impossible for them to comfort themselves, to reassure themselves, with the images and concepts they found reassuring in childhood.

Place no hope in the feeling of assurance, of spiritual comfort. You may well have to get along without this. Place no hope in the inspirational preachers of Christian sunshine, who are able to pick you up and set you back on your feet and make you feel good for three or four days—until you fold up and collapse into despair.


This would prove to be a hard lesson for Jesus’ disciples. They were his closest followers, his friends, those who’d lived with him.


Letting go of their illusions would be painful. Life was not going to turn out as they expected. They thought they knew what triumph would mean and how victory would look. They thought they knew how they’d fit in and the rewards they’d receive.


Could they let go of their illusions without also letting go of their faith? Could they let go of their expectations, of the things they thought they knew in order to make room for a new dream to be born, new understanding to develop?

The theologian Karl Rahner wrote that “what is called knowledge in everyday parlance, is only a small island in a vast sea that has not been traveled. . . . Hence the existential question for the knower is this: Which does he love more, the small island of this so-called knowledge or the sea of infinite mystery?”

Perhaps Rahner presents us with the same question that faced Jesus’ disciples on that first Palm Sunday. Do we love our illusions, the small islands of our knowledge, so much that we refuse to open ourselves to a new dream, to sail the sea of infinite mystery?

In their book The Unreality Industry, sociologists Ian Mitroff and Warren Bennis suggest that the “fundamental dialectic of our times is between reality and unreality, especially now that we have power to influence and create both.” They argue that we create “substitute realities” because the world has become so complex that “no one person or institution can fully understand or control it. If humans cannot control the realities with which they are faced, then they will invent unrealities over which they can maintain the illusion of control.”

When it comes to our faith, do we so long to be in control that we cling to our illusions rather than risk asking hard questions, challenging assumptions, and letting go of expectations? Are we so uncomfortable with unknowns and mysteries that we create unrealities to make us feel better? Do we so want to plant our feet on something that feels solid that we balk at traveling a new path—especially if we don’t know exactly where it will lead? 


Several years ago Killian Noe and her husband, Bernie, went white-water rafting along a river in the mountains of North Carolina. At one point, they failed to maneuver a six-foot drop in the river and were thrown from their boat.

There they were in the freezing, fast rapids. They were quickly being carried down river toward a deadly waterfall.

Several people frantically yelled instructions from the river bank. They warned the couple, “Don’t try to get yourself out. Just let go, and let the river carry you. We’ll drop ropes from the overpass a mile down the river and get you out.”

Killian heard their instructions, but her overwhelming instinct was to get herself out of the, to save herself, to make herself secure. She kept trying to put her feet down and stand up—which is the surest way to drown in white water.

Finally she managed to catch a glimpse of her husband’s head bobbing in the white caps. His face looked so peaceful, so “in the moment.” He seemed just to be going with the flow—like he was actually enjoying the ride.

Meanwhile, Killian was becoming exhausted from struggling to stand up and from being knocked over so many times by the strong current. Eventually, she surrendered and let the river carry her, trusting that what she needed she’d be given.

The ropes were dropped, as had been promised, and Killian and Bernie were safe.

Bernie confessed later that the reason he’d been so calm in the rapids was not because he was the Zen master he’d appeared to be, but because he’d not been paying attention during the orientation and had no idea that he was headed for dangerous falls.

I don’t know about you, but I’m much more like Killian than Bernie. The practice of letting go doesn’t come naturally to me. I want to know where the path is and where it will end up. I want my feet planted firmly so that I feel like I’m in control.

But I’m also learning—as did Killian—that “the primary work of the spiritual journey is the work of staying in the river, the work of letting go and letting the flow of God’s love carry us; the work of leaning back into the flow and trusting that everything we need to live out of our God-created selves—our true selves—will be given along the way.”

This letting go involves allowing our illusions to be stripped away—or even shattered. That process of disillusionment can be painful, but it’s a critical part of our spiritual journey. For as we let go of those illusions, we free ourselves to allow God to launch us on the sea of infinite mystery. Amen.
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