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In Response to God
Isaiah 6:1-8

Several years ago Jodie Foster starred as an astronaut/astronomer who is placed in a space machine the dimensions and specifications of which are revealed to scientists through a code beamed from the far recesses of space.  When Foster finally travels in the space machine, she enters into a fantastic journey in which the glories of another dimension are revealed to her.  As the magnificence of the colors and images of the universe speed past her in her buckled-in chair, she reports what she’s seeing.  But, overwhelmed by its magnitude, she, the exquisitely trained scientist, finally admits that her engineering and geophysical vocabulary have failed her.  “You should have sent a poet,” she confesses, “You should have sent a poet.”

The problem is that for the few minutes that it takes for Foster to travel to this other realm, experience the wonders of encountering its reality, and return to the present moment, there is no audio or visual recording of any contact with the space machine.  It simply appears to all outside observers that the space module has fallen into the sea.  In spite of giving congressional testimony and constant reporting on what she has seen and heard, no one will take heed of Foster’s experience, nor allow the possibility of what she reports bearing any truth.  She is considered deluded or confused.
Isaiah finds himself in something of the same context, contacting another dimension, in this case The Holy and finding himself ill-equipped to bear the message home.  He is a man of unclean lips and he dwells among a people equally ill-prepared to encounter the “holy” in any sense of the word.  The dilemma is that while he may be unclean, he has nevertheless experienced something so much greater than who and what he is that if he doesn’t tell what he’s seen, he can no longer be himself.  He cannot truly live.  This is the reverse of the problem of Exodus that those who see God’s face will die.  Here Isaiah cannot completely live if he does not say what he has seen.  He must bear a message from one dimension to another, even at the risk of being misunderstood, ignored, persecuted, or thought to be a fool.

And that’s where the task before us becomes huge.  We live and work in a world that has forgotten the holiness of God.  And it’s not just the folks outside the church walls whose understanding of a Holy God is diminished.  It’s the church as well.

I’m haunted by the assessment Edward Farley, a retired theology professor at Vanderbilt Divinity School, speaks to the church: “No longer do we look to God and say, “Holy, Holy, Holy”, says Farley.  “Now we look at God and say “Nice, nice, nice.”

Yes, church and culture have turned the God who is wholly other into a kind and gentle chum who blesses our meager efforts, without calling for commitment of any sort–at least not the sort of which Isaiah speaks.

And, so, when you enter the sanctuary to worship you may believe that you enter a place vastly removed from your everyday world of bills and chores and taxes and responsibilities.  And you may use this time to regain strength for more work.  And then, at the end of our Sunday worship, when you exit the sanctuary you may honestly believe that you go back to the real world, and you may think back on this time as nothing more than a pleasant (or boring) distraction from your everyday routine.

Where is the sense of holiness that overwhelms Isaiah?

I’ve become convinced that our diminished understanding of the holiness of God has caused within us a diminished sense of our own identity, as well as a greatly reduced understanding of our role in God’s reign.  Isaiah’s encounter with God in the temple reminds us–and informs us–of what it means to be completely swept up in the holiness of the God who lovingly forms us and calls us.

I like the way Annie Dillard describes our Sunday worship:  “Does anyone have the foggiest idea what sort of power we so blithely invoke?  Or, as I suspect, does no one believe a word of it?  The churches are children playing on the floor with their chemistry sets, mixing up a batch of TNT to kill a Sunday morning.  It is madness to wear ladies’ straw hats and velvet hats to church; we should all be wearing crash helmets.  Ushers should issue life preservers and signal flares; they should lash us to our pews.  For the sleeping god may wake someday and take offense, or the waking god may draw us out to where we can never return.”

It is this waking God who draws Isaiah into an awareness of God’s Holiness, and into a real assessment of his own need for confession.  Then, renewed by the calling God, Isaiah captures a vision of service far bigger than himself, to bear witness to the God he has encountered in the Temple.  To respond to God in reverence and confession and service.  To cherish God by committing heart and soul to the ministry he had been given.

Can you imagine such an encounter with God?  Can you imagine being so overwhelmed by the mystery of God that you live lost in wonder, love and praise?

If so, then you’re cluing in to the holiness of God which fills not just this sanctuary, but every facet of our lives.  Ordinary bread and wine become for us living symbols.  The ordinary becomes extraordinary through the grace of our God.

I read a wonderful description of Isaiah’s challenge–and ours–recently.  They were written by a Presbyterian pastor who now serves a congregation in New York City.  Here, then, are Jon Walton’s words:

“There’s a man at the YMCA who works out on the indoor running track, where I also used to run.  He is a peculiar kind of guy, a lawyer, gangly, 50ish, balding, all rubber and legs when he runs.  He’s about the same speed as me when he jogs and for awhile we used to end up running at about the same pace around the track.  After awhile, I found he frightened me, however, and I didn’t want to run very close to him.  He has a habit of muttering to himself, and bursting out with a word or a phrase that spooks me.

One day I found myself jogging near him and he burst out with the word, “GLORY!!” loud enough to scare the horses, followed by a long silence, heavy breathing, pacing, and then, again, “GLORY!!”  Well, it was just too much, and I wasn’t seeing what he was seeing to make me join his chorus so I started slowing my pace, letting him get as far away from me as I could.

Whatever it was that caused him to shout “GLORY,” may have been some figment of his imagination...or maybe some word from God.  I’ve never quite figured it out.  I have just cut him a wide berth from that day on.

I also know that he’s in the same position I am in sometimes, shouting “HOLY” to a people who are not quite sure what Holy is.  Some folks want to draw closer to discern the  message, and others want to let the messenger get as far away as possible.  But that I must shout “HOLY” is my destiny, because of what I have seen and heard, and because of the burning scars on my lips.  Whether anyone will listen, is God’s to deal with, even when I look like a fool, or scare the horses.”

Not a bad description of the church’s calling: To cry “HOLY” and in so doing, reveal our response to the God who creates and sustains us still.  And the church’s calling is especially before us when we see one like Courtney pass through the waters of baptism.  When we gather around the font in just a few moments, Courtney’s parents—along with the rest of her family—will promise to live the Christian faith and to teach that faith to her.  They will be teaching her all about the Holy God to whom they have given their lives.
And so will we.  When we promise to do all that we can to nurture Courtney in the faith, we will be making a vow to help her notice and commit her life to the Holy God whom alone we worship and serve.  Our task, you see, is to help immerse Courtney in the story of this Holy God, and to help her learn and live her life upon this extraordinary claim:  In life and in death, we belong to God.  We belong to God.
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