Call of a Witness, Trinity Sunday-B, Isaiah, 6:1ff, 5/31/15

Over the Memorial Day weekend I went to see the movie Tomorrowland.  I don’t think it’s much of a spoiler to say that the whole movie pivots on what happens when a young girl catches a totally unexpected vision of the future.  Casey is living a pretty ordinary life when a mysterious pin allows her to see beyond her mundane world to alternately spectacular and terrifying futures taking shape in the present.  Though not seeking a vision, she sees in a new way and her life is forever changed.  She gets a call she can’t deny.
Today’s first lesson is also a story about what happens when a pretty ordinary person has a moment of uncommon clarity.  We typically refer to this text as “the call of Isaiah,” but we might just as well say its “the making of a witness” because it about more than just one man.  It’s the story of how each of us might move from spectator to actor in God’s divine drama.

We don’t know the specifics of Isaiah’s situation.  Because he was priest, it is reasonable to think that he was serving in the temple on that fateful day.  Perhaps he was presiding at a ceremony he had mumbled through countless times before.  Maybe, like many of us in worship (both pastor and congregation) he was essentially going through the motions, giving no more attention to the words and actions of the ritual than you give to the route of your morning commute.  Then suddenly everything else in the temple faded into the background as he had a vision.  He heard, really heard, the words he was saying and the god he was invoking in those prayers was fearfully, majestically present, so present that there was room for nothing else in his mind.  From daydreaming he was brought to pure awe.
Perhaps you’ve had a similar experience in worship, when a phrase snaps into focus and everything else around you recedes from awareness. I hope you have.  But it may come elsewhere.  Reading this text takes me back to a dark night atop Table Rock, North Carolina.  I’d finally gotten my campers bedded down in their sleeping bags and was sitting on a rock jutting out into the bottomless darkness of the Linville Gorge Wilderness.  Far from city lights, the sky was speckled with innumerable stars.  Staring out into the black valley I pondered how many people and animals had sat where I was sitting, and how many more would sit there long after I was dust. How insignificant and superfluous is one single person in the vastness of creation, I thought!  How paltry the posturings and pretensions of one man compared to the power which brought all this into being and sustains it daily.
Moments of pure, unadulterated awe are precious gifts, we can not will them to happen on command, but we do well to attend to them when they do.  They are a necessary corrective to two distorted views of God.  On one hand we may think of God as totally absent from our lives and world; we live each day as though God has no reality.  Alternately, we may adopt what one writer calls the “Jesus is my boyfriend” attitude, regarding God as more our best buddy than the majestic source of all that is.  Moments of awe preserve us both from neglecting God’s presence and from sentimental presumption that God merely exists to make us happy and expects nothing of us.
While it is true that God desires our happiness, our first reaction to a moment of awe is less likely to be bliss than an overwhelming sense of inadequacy.  Certainly, that’s how I felt on Table Rock and it’s Isaiah’s reaction in the temple.  One translation puts his cry this way, 
Doom.  It is Doomsday, for I am as good as dead

Every word I have ever spoken is tainted…

And the people I live with talk the same way, 

Using words that corrupt and desecrate.

A moment of awe is like catching a sideways glimpse of yourself in the fitting room mirror; it often hammers home a decidedly unflattering picture.  Denial is no longer an option because we have seen the truth.

In Isaiah’s case the truth was that he and his people were deluding themselves.  They were not people of justice and mercy.  They were not people who cared about God’s purposes.  They were people who talked a good game, who used all the right words to sound religious, but were finally living a lie.  They did not trust god and had little intention of living according to their pious professions.
Does that sound familiar?  It ought to because Isaiah’s confession could equally be ours, over 2500 years later.  It is scandalous how those who claim to follow the prince of peace easily spout religious verbiage to justify their violence, their callousness in the face of need, and all manner of bigotry in the name of border security.  When we see God clearly the moment of clarity can not help but fill us with despair at the distance between God’s intentions and our actions.  The situation is like comparing our best painting efforts to the Mona Lisa.  Unless we are a fool the gap fills us with humility and a sense of inadequacy.
But notice what comes next—healing.  If you notice nothing else in this text notice that God’s response to Isaiah’s terror and self-loathing is not to pile on in judgment but to draw near and transform him.  In Isaiah’s vision one of the angels takes a coal from the altar and touches it to his lips.  When I was a little boy I always thought that sounded like some sort of torture, but it’s intended to signify a holy cleansing and cauterizing of Isaiah’s seeping, spiritual wound.  
God does not offer Isaiah a glib, “It’s all good,”—no Isaiah’s failures are real—they have consequences—but he does offer him a new start.  He does say, what is past is past and you can move forward from here.  Compare that to what we hear in our Gospel lesson when Jesus confronts Nicodemus with the reality that he must be born again, that he must start anew.  Jesus makes it clear you can not just keep on going through the motions of religiosity, but his words are also a wonderful promise that you CAN be born again, you can start over, seeking to follow where God leads.

That is wonderful news if you are used to beating yourself up for acts committed long ago.  That is wonderful news if you struggle with addiction.  That is wonderful news if you long to turn your confession into concrete acts of faithfulness.  You can have the coal put to your lips; you can be born again; you can reclaim the promise made to you at baptism—you are beloved of God.
If we really understand the love which comes to us in the midst of the awe, the final step is obvious.  We respond when we sense an opportunity.  Fresh from being made new Isaiah hears that there is an opening for a prophet.  “Whom shall I send,” says God, “who will go for me.”  Newly knocked to his knees, filled with a mixture of fear and profound gratitude, Isaiah responds, “Here am I, send me.”
Imagine how hard that must have been.  Isaiah had to know what a nasty job he was accepting; nobody likes to be told things they don’t want to hear.  He had to know he was setting himself up for a life of unappreciated hostility and loneliness.  But he said yes anyway because he had glimpsed God and that was enough to give him confidence and hope.  
Father Henri Nouwen has written, "Hope prevents us from clinging to what we have and frees us to move away from the safe place and enter unknown and fearful territory."  Each of us faces many challenges every day.  We have to decide whether we’ll be a people of hope or persons driven by fear.  The easy thing is to play it safe:  to not take a stand for an unpopular cause, to avoid contact with that difficult person, to just go with the cultural flow and try to fit it.  But God needs witnesses who will name the brokenness of a hurting world and be agents of healing, who will bear witness to the way of Jesus.
And likewise Luther Memorial is called to be a community of hope, not content to serve only itself but willing to enter what Nouwen calls “the unknown and fearful territory” where God needs us to be in ministry.  Make no mistake, in our personal lives, in our life together as a community, if we listen carefully we will hear the Lord asking, “Whom shall I send, who will go for me?”  Awed by the love we have experienced in Christ let us pray for the courage to say, “Here am I send me.”
