Who will go for me?
Isaiah 6: 1-8
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Way back when we were in seminary, the professor who taught preaching told us about something that would happen on some Sunday mornings, something eerie but eerie in a good way, the sacred perceived as eerie only because we mortals can’t understand it, can’t analyze it, can’t predict its occurrence, certainly can’t contain it.  Since then, all of us have discovered that what the professor said was true, but still, every single time it happens, we are again awe-struck.


The worship service has ended.  I’m standing at the sanctuary door as people leave, sharing hugs with them, but then someone hugs me with a special intensity.  “Ilene,” she says, “in your sermon, you were speaking to me when you said…”  And then she says what I said.  Thing is, what she says I said, I didn’t say.  In my head, I’m scanning my sermon manuscript, searching for a tangent, a thread of something even vaguely similar – it’s just not there.

“It was good,” she continues, “something I really needed to hear, good even if it involved some prodding that was a bit painful.”  Suddenly I see that preaching professor’s face, hear his words, and realize what has happened.  This woman has just experienced the holy.  A door was opened to her, a very awesome door, and she saw it and entered through the doorway, into the presence of the Holy.


And what happened wasn’t connected to the sermon, but what happened was connected to the sermon.  See, what she heard wasn’t found anywhere in the sermon manuscript, but the sermon had played a role in what happened, in that the sermon had done what sermons exist to do.  I use the word “exist” because, eerie as it may seem, sermons do have an existence.  They come to life to be a sort of living thing, a vessel for the living Word of God, which is way beyond any preacher’s words.  In fact, oft times sermons exist despite the preacher’s inept words.  By the grace of God, sermons live to point to that awesome doorway, so that someone may see that door flung wide open to welcome them, and may enter through that doorway, there in the presence of the Holy to hear a personal call from God.


Those personal calls from God:  they come in lots of different ways, of course, not just through sermons.  But, however it comes, always it’s a holy beckoning to you in particular, to do something as a particular servant of God.  Always it’s a call to go out into the world and use your own God-given gifts in a particular way to bless God’s children.  But sometimes it’s a two-part call, as it was for the ancient Hebrew prophet Isaiah.  Sometimes it’s a call first to do something internally, a changing, a cleansing on the inside that’s necessary, before your external calling can live in your living.

Take Blanche, for example; she’s carrying around some internal trash, garbage that’s been rotting inside of her for a long time, and that garbage has created in her a jaded perspective on life and a pretty crotchety attitude, quick to anger, slow to forgive, quick to judge and criticize, slow to exercise patience, understanding, compassion.  So long as that garbage goes on stinking up things, Blanche will not be able to communicate the warmth and welcome and hospitality of God’s love, as all disciples are called to do, no matter the specificities of our own personal callings.  Sadly, Blanche will not be able to use her gifts well, even though her gifts are brilliant.  Therefore, sometimes the holy beckoning involves some internal cleansing, to clear out some space and make room for the passion that’ll ignite the external calling.  So it was for Isaiah.
Now remember, what we noted about Ezekiel last week was also true about Isaiah, that same calling to be a prophet serving almighty God.  We find him this morning in the midst of receiving that calling, standing within that awesome doorway, which for him happened in the Temple.  Like Ezekiel, he will be filled with the power of the Ruah, the mighty spirit of almighty Yahweh, so that he may speak “Nehum Yahweh,” which translates into English, “Thus says the Lord” – that lightening bolt phrase which signals the onset of a mighty act of God.

Like Ezekiel, Isaiah was called to voice the voice of God, which would not always be a happy thing to do.  There would be times when Isaiah would dread speaking, and the people listening would dread the sound of his voice, because sometimes “Nehum Yahweh” would be the dreadful utterance of divine judgment.  It would be God’s own emphatic “No” to what people were doing, to the way they were behaving, “No” to selfishness and injustice, “No” to that self-righteous hypocrisy which professes beliefs but does not live accordingly, “No” to the arrogance of prejudice, “No” to anyone who fails to treat anyone else as a precious child of God.  Sometimes “Nehum Yahweh” pronounced God’s judgment, announcing with certainty that behavior displeasing to God would have dreadful consequences.  And it did.  And it does.


Now, of course, you and I don’t worship a God of punitive wrath, who zaps down dire consequences on people whose behavior is bad.  But we do agree that there are consequences when our behavior is out of alignment with our calling as Christians, when what we are doing is inconsistent with the Way of Jesus.  We use a colloquialism to say it:  What goes around comes around.  And, if you happen to be a person with a healthy conscience, you know that one of the worst consequences of unloving, unfaithful behavior is the guilt you feel.

Anyway, sometimes the prophetic “Nehum Yahweh” would pronounce God’s own emphatic “No,” with consequences to follow.  But then the most amazing thing would happen:  God’s amazing grace would happen.  The people were suffering the consequences they rightly deserved; nonetheless, here it would come, God’s wondrous, limitless love and forgiveness.  From the prophet’s lips would come the lightening bolt “Nehum Yahweh,” but this time pronouncing the presence of God’s own comfort and consolation, God’s own cleansing and healing, God’s own emphatic “Yes” to hope for something different, God’s own emphatic “Yes” to new life.
Pronouncing “Nehum Yahweh”:  this would be the calling of Isaiah the prophet.  But there in the presence of the One who is holy, holy, holy, there enveloped by the dazzling light of the sacred, Isaiah was immediately and excruciatingly aware of his own inner darkness, that dirtiness which spawned thoughts and words and behaviors that were unclean and which surely would shroud his calling and squelch the prophet’s passion.  But notice something here:  Isaiah did not ask to be cleansed.  All he did was acknowledge that something was wrong inside him.  All he did was acknowledge it, without rationalizations or excuses, without blaming something or someone else, without refusing to take responsibility for what he had made of himself and his own life.  All he did was acknowledge the darkness in him.

Well, saying “that’s all he did” makes it sound like what he did was easy to do.  You and I know better; it isn’t easy.  What is easy for us is to appraise somebody else’s life, to take inventory of his or her faults – how easily it comes, our opinion of how somebody else’s act needs to be cleaned up, as it were.  But ego and pride sure can get in the way of self-appraisal.  And actually acknowledging, even to God, the dirt we see in ourselves is equally difficult.  But that’s what Isaiah did, and instantly, he was cleansed, made ready to live abundantly, to live his holy calling.  And the same thing can happen to us.
True, our cleansing usually isn’t instantaneous, but, you know, if instant cleansing requires the use of a hot burning coal, I’m happy to live without it, aren’t you?  For us, the cleansing is more likely to be a life-long process, and a process we ourselves have to participate in, with some hard scrubbing of our own to do.  But there’s some good news, amazingly good.  While we are still in that process, so long as we remain open to the One who is holy, holy, holy, so long as we remain open to the calling voice of the Holy One, so long as we return time and time again to that awesome doorway that’s so open to welcome us, so long as we are willing time and time again to enter that cleansing place, to be washed anew as if washed afresh in baptismal waters, get this:  the passion we need for our own personal calling will be ignited, right then and there, and just as we are.
The passion we need for our calling will be powerfully ignited by the Ruah of almighty God, God undaunted by the fact that we are not yet all the way there, not yet fully clean.  And we’ll hear the voice of the Holy One:  “Whom shall I send, and who will go for us?”  And as inadequate as we are, and as imperfect as we know ourselves to be, we’ll feel ourselves fully trusting that calling voice, hearing anew and afresh the intimacy in the invitation voiced by Jesus, “Come; follow me,” and we’ll feel that fire in the belly, the passion ignited, and we’ll find ourselves ready for life abundant, eager to say and able to say with our whole hearts, “Here I am, Lord; send me.”
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