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SIGN POSTS OF ADVENT: RIGHT SIDE UP GLASSES 
Luke 1:39–45 
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Dr. Thomas E. Evans 

In the 1950’s, an Austrian professor, Theodor 
Erismann, performed an experiment to turn his 
student Ivo Kohler’s vision completely upside 
down. He rigged a pair of goggles with mirrors and 
turned the camera on as ridiculous scenarios 
ensued. 

He handed him a fencing sword and when he 
was attacked high, he blocked low. He was given a 
cup and, as the tea was being poured, he jerked 
the cup upside-down thinking he was turning it 
right-side up! When a little girl accidentally let go 
of a helium balloon, he lunged down to try to save 
it for her. He missed it by 5 feet!  

The interesting part of the experiment 
happened after several days of wearing these 
goggles. His behavior became completely normal. 
He could ride a bicycle and walk through a 
crowded street without any problems. Others 
have performed similar experiments, with pilots 
flying planes wearing upside down goggles!  

19th Century German scientist Hermann 
Helmholtz referred to this as “Unconscious 
Inference”. This describes the brain’s ability to 
adapt for changes in order to make logical sense 
out of the world. In fact, there is a 30-year-old 
woman in England, Bojana Danilovic, whose brain 
flips everything. She reads the newspaper holding 
it upside down and, as her family watches 
television, she has a second one next to it that is 
sitting on its head! For her, an upside-down world 
is perfectly normal. 

As Rod Serling would say, “That’s the signpost 
up ahead…‘Upside Down World! Snafu!’ Situation 
Normal All Fouled Up!” 

We live in a world that is completely upside 
down and in many ways fouled up, but we’ve been 
seeing the world for this way so long we don’t 
even realize it! One family throws out excess food, 

while another is starving to death. You and I can 
get world-class medical care while others have to 
walk miles simply to find the most basic of care. 
Think about it for a moment. If suddenly there was 
peace in the Middle East, that would seem 
backwards! If our politicians started working 
together, it would be completely unbelievable! 

However, seeing the world through upside 
down goggles is nothing new. The Bible constantly 
works to shatter our expectations of how the 
world is supposed to work. Unfortunately, we 
have become numb to the Bible’s upside down 
message! Like that frog that fails to jump out of 
increasingly hotter water until, suddenly, we have 
frog leg stew! 

Our passage today decides to turn the heat up 
on us even further! 

Most notable in this scene is the fact that two 
pregnant and marginalized women, one young and 
unmarried and the other old and formerly barren, 
hold the center stage. 

Despite the fact that stoning is a very real 
possibility for Mary, she sings a song of triumph 
and joy to her cousin! It is like laughing in the face 
of danger. In fact, it is like the capable woman 
described in Proverbs who despite the hardship of 
old age and exhausting work, “laughs at the time 
to come.” 

She laughs because she knows the power of 
God, to redeem the world and makes all things 
new, is real. She knows it’s real, despite all of the 
backwards and upside-down reality that has 
existed for so long. She knows it’s real because she 
does not doubt the power and faithfulness of God. 
And this is why Mary sings. 

Mary sings this song which turns the world on 
its head. But it’s hard for us to hear it because 
we’ve heard it so many times that we have 
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become blind to the right-side-up goggles of the 
Bible. 

Let’s take a moment to examine Mary’s song. 
She tells us that the rich will go away empty-
handed. Think about how our world idolizes 
wealth? Think about how financial success shapes 
our opinion of others. 

And then Mary tells us that the proud will be 
scattered in their minds. This describes those with 
lofty social status. Think about all the anxious 
nights that we spend wondering what other 
people think of us. Think about all of the terrible 
things that people do in order to make themselves 
seem more acceptable and lofty in the eyes of 
others.  

Given the fact that we have worn these upside-
down goggles for so long, reorienting our vision 
may require something radical. This was the 
approach taken in the Middle Ages in Europe. 
During Advent, they enacted bizarre changes to 
the liturgy in what came to be called the Feast of 
Fools. 

In order to expose the pretensions of society, 
they flipped social status and even religious 
conventions on their head. In fact, one scholar 
observed it was a literal re-enactment of Mary’s 
Magnificat. 

From EK Chambers work, the Medieval Stage… 
Christmas was a time for festive reversals of 
status. As early as the ninth century, a mock 
patriarch was elected in Constantinople, 
burlesquing the Eucharist and riding through 
the city streets on an ass. And as late as 
Innocents’ Day (28 December) 1685, in the 
Franciscan church of Antibes, lay brothers and 
servants “put on the vestments inside out, held 
the books upside down, . . . wore spectacles 
with rounds of orange peel instead of glasses, . 
. . and instead of the proper liturgy chanted 
confused and inarticulate gibberish.” 

Despite their rather bizarre choices, it seems 
they at least understood the need to experience 
the world through new lenses in order to hear the 

message of the gospel in Advent. But I believe we 
have another alternative than orange peel glasses. 

Billy Graham tells us how when he said, 
The men who followed Him were unique in their 
generation. They turned the world upside down 
because their hearts had been turned right side 
up. The world has never been the same. 

We can see the world as God intended it to be, 
by turning our hearts right side up! St. Theresa of 
Lisieux had this heart.  

Marie Françoise-Thérèse Martin was born in 
1873. Her parents, at first, had decided to live “as 
if brother and sister” but their confessor 
discouraged this and, in the end, they had nine 
children! Four of her siblings died young and all 
five remaining daughters became nuns. 

Therese was 4½ when her mother died of 
cancer. She wrote, “Every detail of my mother's 
illness is still with me, specially her last weeks on 
earth…When Mummy died, my happy disposition 
changed.” She cried easily in these early years and 
suffered from nervous tremors thought to be a 
result of her emotional trauma. Her heart was 
fragile and easily taken to despair. 

But on Christmas Eve of 1886 her life changed. 

She called it her complete conversion. On that 
night she overcame the pressures she had faced 
since the death of her mother and said, “On that 
blessed night ... Jesus, who saw fit to make Himself 
a child out of love for me, saw fit to have me come 
forth from the swaddling clothes and 
imperfections of childhood." 

She believed the path out of despondency to 
joy was Jesus’ burning passion for each of us. She 
saw clearly that our quest in life should not be 
greater wealth or our social position, but a deeper 
love for God. She saw that the world had it 
backwards. Not more possessions or power, but 
more love. 

This clarity of vision made her invulnerable to 
the worst parts of the disease that would take her 
life. 
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She wrote, 
Do you realize that Jesus is there … for you --- for 
you alone? He burns with the desire to come into 
your heart ... don't listen to the demon, laugh at 
him, and go without fear to receive the Jesus of 
peace and love. 

St. Therese’s heart continued to grow in love 
for Christ. So much so that she had become a 
shining example for those who suffer. Tuberculosis 
racked her body in pain, but on her deathbed at 
age 24 her last words were, "My God, I love you!" 
Her eyes had become so focused on her Lord, not 
even greater suffering could turn her from the Joy 
of knowing him.  

This is the grace of our Lord. That in suffering, 
we can find him. It is what is unique about our 
faith. The road to redemption is not the long path 
on the hard road to perfection but it is as close as 
your heart beat, as close as a prayer, “Lord come 
to me.”  

About prayer she wrote,  
For me prayer is an aspiration of the heart, it is a 
simple glance directed to heaven, it is a cry of 
gratitude and love in the midst of trial, as well as 
joy; finally, it is something great, supernatural 
which expands my soul and unites me to Jesus.  

All the wrong upside-down ways we see the 
world, the way we see it with fear and even 
hatred, will dissolve. The shining Lordship of Christ 
dominates our vision - His grace, His peace, His 
joy. And then we can see the world in truth, with 
hope, filled with love. Amen.  

 


