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 He said, he felt like a spectator watching himself from the outside. That’s 

how a friend of mine in college described what it was like to be hypnotized. I 

watched the whole thing. I saw it happen. A popular hypnotist came to our school 

for a “show” and he packed the house; he filled the auditorium. Hundreds of us 

showed up to see if it was real. Most of us had never seen a hypnotist. Most of us 

probably thought it was fake. After all, we were in college. And nobody goes to 

college to become a hypnotist.  

 But it was fascinating. The hypnotist and his assistants called about 30 

students up on stage but only about half of them stayed. The other half were sent 

back to their seats before the action really began because they weren’t receptive to 

the hypnotist. He could tell right away who was receptive to his trigger phrases - 

his suggestions - and who wasn’t. The students who were too resistant or cautious 

or too nervous about trusting the hypnotist were sent back to their seats before the 

real fun began.  

 Once the remaining students were hypnotized; actually hypnotized, they 

were no longer themselves. At least, they no longer had control of themselves. I 

watched this friend of mine cluck like a chicken, act like a lumberjack & do all 

sorts of crazy things. For the grand finale the hypnotist told them they were aliens, 

visitors from other planets, who were gathering on earth for a really big dance 

party. And when the music began, those of us in the audience witnessed some 

uninhibited alien dancing like we’d never seen… 
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 He said, he felt like a spectator watching himself from the outside. He could 

remember everything. It’s not that he didn’t know what he was doing. He was just 

no longer in control. Because without fully realizing it, he’d surrendered part of 

himself. And once he surrendered that part of himself, he no longer had control. It 

was only later, when he regained his senses, that he fully realized how he’d been 

tricked into doing all those things he would never have chosen to do. And it was a 

long time before any of his friends let him forget it. 

 Today’s readings are meant to have a similar effect. Each of our readings are 

meant to wake us up, to help us regain our senses if we’ve surrendered any part of 

our selves to dehumanizing or destructive patterns or powers in our world. I 

wouldn’t describe God as a hypnotist, but I do believe God is devoted to waking us 

up; to re-humanizing people and bringing us back to our senses if we’ve been 

hypnotized by suggestive forces in our world that lead us astray. Today we’re 

invited to regain our senses. We’re invited to wake up with a series of phrases that 

trigger a new awareness and bring us back to the God of our faith.  

 Here’s how it works. In 2 Samuel the prophet declares to David: “You are 

the man.” That’s the trigger phrase used by Nathan to bring king David back to his 

senses. It’s meant to wake him up, to snap him out of his hypnotic haze. Because 

David has been dreadful and deranged. He’s a king. He’s supposed to lead people, 

but instead he’s retreated into his home. He’s supposed to protect people, but 

instead, he raped a woman. He’s supposed to live with integrity, but instead he 
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betrayed someone and had him killed. He’s been lured & hypnotized by enticing 

forces that led him astray. He clearly knows what he’s doing. He’s just no longer in 

control. Because without fully realizing it, he surrendered himself to a lust for 

power. And once he surrendered himself, he completely lost control.  

 He’s hypnotized by the possibility of becoming his own god. And the 

prophet’s story about a heartless thief is the trigger that wakes him up. The prophet 

says, You are the man - who abandoned his post. You are the man - who raped 

someone. You are the man - who betrayed and murdered. You are the man - who’s 

pretending like you’re god. The prophet says, wake up and come to your senses 

before you inflict any more harm.  

 And to drive the point home, Nathan rattles off a litany of evidence to 

remind David that he’s no god. He’s simply hypnotized by his own power. 

According to the prophet, “Thus says the LORD, the God of Israel: I anointed you 

king over Israel, and I rescued you from the hand of Saul; I gave you your house, 

and your wives, and I gave you Israel and Judah; and if that had been too little, I 

would have added as much more,” (2 Sam 12:7–8).  

 David did none of those things. He’s simply hypnotized by a lust for power. 

The sad consequence is that once David surrendered himself to violence & 

wickedness he didn't even have the power “to get them back into their cage.”  The 1

violence he lets loose in his rape & his murder eventually undo his kingdom and 

 Goldingay, 1 & 2 Samuel For Everyone, p. 1451
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send him running for his life in weakness & shame. His legacy is a reminder for 

God’s people that none of us are the center of our own story. God is the center. Any 

of our power or privilege is simply a gift that’s meant to be used in the service of 

others. So today if we’ve surrendered any part of our lives to a quest for power - 

financial, social, relational, or physical - this story is meant to wake us up and 

return us to the God of our faith.  

 But it’s not the only story to help us regain our senses in today’s readings. In 

the Gospel, Jesus tells a story that’s also meant to return us to the God of our faith. 

In the Gospel Jesus is dealing with a power that’s more subtle. David had the 

power of life & death. Thankfully not many of us have that kind of power. But we 

do all have the power we hear about in the Gospel. It’s not the power to kill people. 

It’s the power to cut off people. The power to marginalize, label, isolate or remove 

some people from our care and concern.  

 It’s an insidious kind of power. And we’re all receptive to it’s hypnotic lure. 

We’re all receptive to those suggestions that let us off the hook when it comes to 

caring for some people. Because sooner or later, for whatever reason, most of us 

are receptive to a suggestion that some people don’t really deserve our compassion 

or respect. We’re hypnotized by the idea that some people don’t deserve it. Maybe 

it’s because of our political differences, or religious differences, or racial or gender 

differences. Whatever it is, we all excuse ourselves from caring about some people 

who come our way.  



Rev. Eric Hillegas        Year C, Proper 6 2016 
St. Chrysostom’s, Quincy 

 So in today’s Gospel, Jesus tells a story that’s meant to wake us up, along 

with a Pharisee named Simon; a religious scholar who’s surrendered himself to the 

hypnotic power of his own superiority. He’s a Pharisee, which means he’s smart. 

He knows a lot about God’s commands. He knows a lot about God’s intention and 

desire for humanity - or so he thinks. He knows a lot - but he loves little. He’s 

labeled people, he’s marginalized people, he’s cut off people from his care & 

concern. He’s hypnotized & intoxicated by his own superiority, and Jesus’ story 

about a forgiven debtor is what it takes to wake him up. Jesus says, You have 

judged rightly - that forgiveness produces great love. You have judged rightly - that 

devotion grows out of gratitude. You have judged rightly - that we’re all hypocrites 

if we put our knowledge before our love. Jesus says, wake up and come to your 

senses before you inflict any more harm. 

 And to prove his point - just like the prophet Nathan - Jesus drives home that 

message with a litany of evidence to remind this Pharisee that he has plenty of 

things that need to be forgiven too. Jesus says, “You gave me no water… but she 

bathed my feet. You gave me no kiss… but she has not stopped kissing. You did 

not anoint my head … but she has anointed my feet.” The sad legacy of the 

Pharisee was allowing himself to be so hypnotized by his own superiority that his 

knowledge became an obstacle to love. So today if we’ve surrendered ourselves to 

the hypnotic power of any pride or prejudice or knowledge, this story is meant to 

wake us up, to open our hearts, and to return us to the God of our faith. 



Rev. Eric Hillegas        Year C, Proper 6 2016 
St. Chrysostom’s, Quincy 

 And then, finally, our reading from Galatians. Galatians offers one more 

trigger phrase to wake us up. But this one’s different. Because this one isn’t about 

highlighting our mistakes. This one is about centering our lives in God’s love. 

Galatians provides a trigger phrase to protect us from ever being hypnotized or 

enticed by any destructive or dehumanizing power that comes our way. Here it is. 

Paul says, “I have been crucified with Christ; and it is no longer I who live.” That’s 

a trigger phrase to ground & to anchor our entire life. “I’ve been crucified.” It’s a 

phrase that’s meant to wake us up & snap us out of any god-pretensions, or any 

selfish pretensions. Because the key to Christian life is not putting ourselves at the 

center. The key is surrendering to God. The key is putting God at the center. “It is 

Christ who lives in me.” The key is surrendering to the one “who loved me and 

gave himself for me.”  

 And when that happens we’ll discover our lives being energized by God’s 

love. Surrendering to God isn’t like being hypnotized or losing control. It’s the 

exact opposite. It’s about being re-humanized and regaining the power to really 

live from within. Surrendering to God & being crucified with Christ means 

regaining our senses and realizing - maybe for the first time - that we don’t have to 

be tricked by the hypnotic power of any pride or prejudice in our world.  

 So this week, here’s an invitation. This week, we’re invited to use our trigger 

phrase from Galatians. This week, whenever we’re tempted to act like our own 

god, instead of trusting the love of God, here’s what we say to wake ourselves up: I 
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have been crucified with Christ. Whenever we’re tempted to feel superior to other 

people instead of loving other people, here’s what we say:  I have been crucified 

with Christ. And whenever other people treat us poorly or think they’re better than 

us, we simply regain our sense by using the same phrase: I have been crucified 

with Christ, and it is Christ who loves me & lives within me. These are the phrases 

that wake us up to God’s love and allow God’s love to grow within us. These are 

the phrases we use to become fully human from within; to become fully ourselves 

on the inside - instead of feeling like a spectator simply watching God’s love from 

the outside. Amen.


