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The Deity Formally Described as Holy

Isaiah 6:1-13

I have always been intrigued by the old truism that says that you can tell if someone is a true lover of music if they are able to hear the William Tell Overture and not think of the Lone Ranger.  That statement has always made me think back to the day decades ago when my family was driving with my grandmother on Hwy. 460 in southwestern Virginia, and my older brother just about drove my grandmother crazy by asking her to count to ten without thinking of a pink rabbit.  At the risk of causing you the same torment, I am going to ask you to consider Isaiah 6 without thinking of the hymnal’s pink-rabbit equivalent—the powerful, but sentimental hymn, “Here I Am, Lord.”  

It’s not just that that particular song’s familiarity is reducing its claim upon us, though that’s part of it.  No, it’s just that when you consider the whole of Isaiah’s commissioning found in Isaiah 6, very few of us in the church would line up to answer that call.  Can you imagine being told right up front that if you succeed in your calling, no one will hear a word you say?  In addition to that, too many congregations have transformed the song into a far more personal experience than is pictured or imagined in Isaiah 6.  So, can you hear Isaiah 6 without thinking of Hymn 525?

Of course, even as I ask you to clear your mind of one song, another one will begin to sound later today:  “Are You Ready for Some Football?”  Yes, it’s Super Bowl Sunday, and the scene that will play out before the world’s eyes today will seem eerily familiar to most of us, for it will remind us of a worship service.  People will enter the temple otherwise known as Dolphin Stadium in Miami, where the cheering fans will repeatedly shout their triple holies to their gods as the seraphimic cheerleaders shake more than the pivots of the threshold, while all the while a transfixed nation watches to see the Lombardi Trophy high and lifted up by their team, whose glory then will seemingly fill the earth.

Make no mistake:  that Super Bowl liturgy will be compelling, and it makes you wonder about what we’re up to in Christian worship.  Over the years, we have all experienced the competition between the Super Bowl liturgy and that of Christian worship.  The Super Bowl liturgy weaves together controlled violence, musical extravaganza, and commercial artistry in such a powerful way that even non-football fans are drawn in.  That annual liturgy always stands in stark contrast to the liturgy enacted in our sanctuaries Sunday after Sunday, where the low-budget and less-than-creative “Minute for Mission” commercial is not the most talked about thing at work the next morning.

It always stares us in the face, but this year the contrast couldn’t be greater.  Whenever we gather around the compelling story of Isaiah’s encounter with God found in Isaiah 6, we can’t help but wonder why the sense of God’s holiness that ignites Isaiah without consuming him so eludes us.

We are a people who are numbed to holy things, and we have such a diminished understanding of the holiness of God that we can barely fathom what it might mean for us and for our congregations to be swept up by this wholly other God.  And, though it pains me to admit it, if this is true for you in the congregation who gather with me, it is doubly true for me.
Annie Dillard once described this unfortunate reality well.  She writes, “On the whole, I do not find Christians, outside of the catacombs, sufficiently sensible of conditions.  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, making up a batch of TNT to kill a Sunday morning.  It is madness to wear ladies hats and 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.”

Where has this life-claiming, awe-inspiring, holy deity gone?  I am convinced that our culture’s preference for a folksy God, a sort of divine companion who delights in strolling with us through the mundane tasks of our lives, one whom we can approach without an ounce of apprehension that we will be consumed, is dulling our awareness of the Holy God.  As someone once quipped, “We used to enter the sanctuary, encounter God and cry out, ‘Holy, holy, holy.’  Now we look at God and say “Nice, nice, nice.”

The God who draws Isaiah in and sends him out could not be more different from the sugary sweet god who will be pointed to after a touchdown later today, or who masquerades in most of our sanctuaries and pals around with me in too many of my sermons.  No, as the seraphim remind all who would listen, this God who seeks us is holy to the core.  And, as Isaiah discovered, that holiness refuses to be tamed.  God’s actions are surprising, and God’s ways are elusive and certainly different from our own.  As William Placher writes, “God…is ‘holy,’ and ‘holy’ does not mean just ‘very good’—it means awesome, wondrous, and more than a little terrifying.”
  And, as Isaiah bears witness through coal-singed lips, drawing near to such holiness consumes us in a way we might never imagine.

At its best, that’s what Presbyterians have always understood, and that’s why our worship has been shaped by the picture of authentic worship found in Isaiah 6.  Just take a quick glance at your bulletin and you will see that our worship service seeks to move through an encounter with our holy God that draws us out in ministry.  Listen to the story of our worship today, and every Sunday:
We enter the Sanctuary where we see the glory of God.  Though we are always aware that the glory of God fills the whole earth, we are particularly aware of God’s holiness and glory when we gather as a community for worship.  We are drawn to an awareness that God is worthy of our praise simply because of who God is, causing us to join the seraphim in their song.

(We sing a hymn of praise along the lines of “Holy, Holy, Holy.”)  You see, once we have become aware of God’s holy nature, our lips open so that our mouths may pour out their praise.  We are so overwhelmed by God’s holiness that we can’t help but sing our hearts out in praise of this holy God.
(We come to an awareness of our own sinfulness.)  But then we awaken to the danger in that.  Drawing near to God, after all, is dangerous work.  Once we become aware of God’s holiness and perfection, we immediately become aware that we are people of unclean lips who must be made right by God.  We confess our sins before God (and one another), asking that God would cleanse us and make us new.

(We receive an act of forgiveness and hear a word of pardon.)  And that’s where we learn the good news:  We are not left alone in our sin.  God, in mercy, moves to save us.  We hear again what God has done to forgive us and receive the pardon once more.  In mercy, God makes us right.

(We hear the Word of God for us.)  And then, having been made right by God, we are now able to rightly hear the Word.  We gather around the Word, and open the scriptures to hear what message God is fulfilling in our hearing this day.  Our hope is that God will open our ears and our hearts to truly hear this word.

(We hear a call to respond to the Word that we have heard.)  But the word is not simply for us.  Whenever the Word is proclaimed, there is an implicit call for response in various ways, from giving to feeding to praying to affirming, all showing that in some way the words we have heard are “God’s Word to me.” In opening ourselves to God’s Word to us, we discover that God is calling us in some way—to offer our very lives for the sake of what God is up to in the world.

(We are commissioned by God and sent out with ministry to do.)  Having heard the Word calling us to respond, we are reminded as we leave the sanctuary that God sends us into the world God loves to bear witness to all that we have seen and heard, and to share in countless ways that the Holy One’s glory fills the whole earth.
From beginning to end, Christian worship invites us to a deep engagement with our holy God.  But, and here’s where I am concerned, if you take the holy God out of the equation, we are left with nothing, and our worship becomes hollow.  All of those things that happen to us when we lose ourselves in the worship of God—the awareness of our sin, the hearing of God’s Word, the call and claim that we hear—of all that falls away if we don’t have a deep engagement with the holy God who is seeking us.

I want to share again what God called Isaiah to do that day he entered the Temple so many years ago.  Did you hear it?

“Go and say to this people:
    'Keep listening, but do not comprehend;
    keep looking, but do not understand.' 
    Make the mind of this people dull,
        and stop their ears,
        and shut their eyes,
    so that they may not look with their eyes,
        and listen with their ears,
    and comprehend with their minds,
        and turn and be healed."
What on earth would make Isaiah give himself to such a call?  One thing’s for sure—Isaiah didn’t answer “yes” because he believed God to be so nice that he couldn’t say no.  And it wasn’t that he believed that he and God were best buddies on equal terms.  And, believe it or not, he didn’t answer yes out of some sense of guilt or obligation.  No, Isaiah took on his ministry because he discovered that the Holy God wanted him—all of him—and, in the presence of such holy glory, you can’t say no.  Of course, I should let you know:  This holy God who wanted Isaiah also wants us, and the truth is, that’s more than a little bit frightening.   There is no telling, after all, what this holy God might ask of you, or of me—whether to give or serve or teach or feed.  Who knows what our holy God will ask?  But one thing’s for sure:  if we even begin to fathom the fullness of this holy God, it will be awfully hard to say no.
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