Whom Shall | Send?

Isaiah 6:1 -8

Play video:http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=hnOPu0_YWhw

What you just viewed was part of a project arranggdThe Washington Post— “an
experiment in context, perception, and priorities-weell as an unblinking assessment of

public taste. In a banal setting, at an inconvertiame, would beauty transcend?”

For 45 minutes, in the D.C. Metro on January 10 720oshua Bell played Mozart and
Schubert as over 1,000 people streamed by, asawursost hardly even taking notice.
If they had paid attention, they might have recmgdithe young man for the world-
renowned violinist he is. They also might have ddteat the violin he played was a rare

Stradivarius worth over $3 million.

Just three days earlier, Joshua Bell sold out BoStgmphony Hall, with ordinary seats
going for $100. In the subway, Bell garnered at%82 from the 27 people who stopped

long enough to give a donatién.

*k%

When | first watched that video — like many of yém sure — | immediately noticed the
woman with the white bag who at the end stoppdsten. “Finally”, | thought. “Here’s
someone tuned in.” It turned out that she actuadlg recognized Bell, she was already

familiar with his music. She had seen him before.

Watching this made me think of that statement tsugddrom the Gospel of John My
sheep hear my voice and follow .ineike, there was that one sheep who recognized th
voice of beauty. But for those of us who are fokosvof Jesus, the great Shepherd, we
understand that sometimes the noise and distractainlife gets very loud, even

overwhelming, so that hearing that familiar Voisenot always easy to do.

! Gene Weingarten, "Pearls Before Breakfast," TheRgson Post (4-10-07);
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Even if we want to, somewhere deep inside. We eailyebe just like those crowds there

in the Metro.

I'd like to read for you today the account fromi¢éda6 of one of the most memorable
encounters that anyone ever had with God. Isaiam tise Temple, and he has a vision.
He simply begins like this: “In the year King Uzkidied, | saw the Lord.” He describes

as best he can what that was like:

...[the Lord was] seated on a throne, high and estaliad the train of his robe filled the
temple.?’Above him were seraphs, each with six wings: Witlo tvings they covered
their faces, with two they covered their feet, avith two they were flying2And they
were calling to one another:

“Holy, holy, holy is the Lord Almighty;

the whole earth is full of his glory.”

“At the sound of their voices the doorposts andstiokls shook and the temple was

filled with smoke.

Isaiah’s response to this sight is exactly what wauld expect, exactly whabur
response would likely have been had we been inpleste — and perhaps this is the
reason why so many of us rush around with our gnsgn our ears’ in the unconscious

hope that a moment like this would never arrive:

®>“Woe to me!” | cried. “I am ruined! For | am a maaf unclean lips, and | live among a
people of unclean lips, and my eyes have seenitigg the Lord Almighty.”

Gene Peterson, in “The Message” captures the angss cry with his rendition:

"Doom! It's Doomsday!
I'm as good as dead!
Every word I've ever spoken is tainted—
blasphemous even!
And the people I live with talk the same way,
using words that corrupt and desecrate.
And here I've looked God in the face!
The King! God-of-the-Angel-Armies!"

It is a fearsome thing to come into the preseno&lmighty God. And consistently in the
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Scriptures, the reaction not only to seeing God dugn to people who have a close

proximity to God, idear.

Moses comes down from the Mountain, having beer vidbd for 40 days, and the
people made him cover his face with a veil becalisg couldn’t bear to look at him. The
angel Gabriel, straight from God’s presence, aptathe shepherds out in the field to
share the Good News of Emmanuel, and those shepherte terribly frightened'.
Same thing for Joseph, and Zechariah, and Johmmadd on.

Proximity to the God of Holiness tends to bring atbthe immediate feeling that ‘I am
going to die’; the reason being, that our sin ipased... the white hot purity of God’s
Light simply reveals the truth about ourselves, alidhe pretenses that we work so hard
at keeping up, all the facades, the delusions ¥rthall revealed, we suddenly realize
that maybe we’re pretty good compared with otheppe but inGod’s presence we are

flawed and broken. That is never a pleasurablerexpee. Of course not.

But like Isaiah, if we don’t run away, we find tleeis always more to the encounter than
fear. God is fearsome because of God’s Holinedsthieureason God approaches us at all
— or allows us to approach him — is because Goafsra is Love. And each encounter

with God brings with it an unexpected offer: where expect death and destruction, we
receive Grace. Where we expect judgment and conaléonn God says, “I will help you.

I will make you able to stand in my presence.” Il fargive, | will Atone.

Something that never occurred to me before thiskvigehat Isaiah’s cry of ‘shame’ in
the presence of the holy God specifically had towdth his words. I've always —
because | guess | never thought about it deeplygine- looked at this passage as a
description of Isaiah’s ‘commissioning’. And actiyalthat’'s how it's described in most
commentaries. It works out very neatly: God revédafsself to Isaiah, Isaiah confesses
his sin, God atones for it, and then Isaiah is sénnhto ministry. God asks ‘who will go
for me?’ ‘Who will | send?’ And Isaiah says, “Heaie I! Send me!” And off he goes!
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It's all very neat!

But what | often forget is that this isn’'t Isaialhapter 1, it is Isaiah chaptei6!
Commentaries entitle this chapter “the Commissigrof Isaiah” but Isaiah, in fact has
already been preaching the message of God to the peoplsradl before this! He's
already doing it. In thenidstof his work, he has a vision of just who it is thed is
representing to the people. Atlitenhe cries out, “I'm undone! | am a man of unclean

lips!”

So, he refers to his lips — meaning tisrds, his thoughts— what | hear him saying is,
‘Here | am, speaking for the Lord, but I'm a sinhéfle is revealed: “I have mixed
motives”, “I have wrong thoughts”, “I'm messed uman’t do this! How can | possibly
speak forthis God?”

And God responds to him by sending one of the dgdeatiphs to him with a burning coal
‘from off the Altar’; and with that coal he touchesaiah’s lips...(coming from the Altar,
this is highly symbolic of the coming sacrifice ©firist), and he says, “your guilt is taken

away, and your sin atoned for.”

Thenhe asks that famous questiorf\Whom shall | send? And who will go for us?”
To which Isaiah answers: Here am send me.

If this book is chronological, this isn’'t Isaiaht®mmissioning. It is more like hige-
commissioning. Isn'tit? If we could put it inbbew Testament terms, we might say that
this isn’t Isaiah’sconversionbut this is a moment when Isaiah’s faith, his cotmmant,
his understanding — all that and more —deepenedThe scope of his task has just
become much clearer to him. He understands nove asdm’t before, just who it is that

he is representing. He has learned more about Hiaseell as about God.

He must certainly realize now that he operatiéshe timeout of the Grace of this King

of kings. His life, his ministry, is all about geacThis — this work I'm attempting — is
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God’'swork! And so, in spite of his frailties; in spité lois weaknesses and limitations —

and his sins — he could go on. Because God wag ¢oiprovide everything he needed.

| have found in my own life, (and in my experiertbes is often true for others as well)
that the hardest part about doing ministry — amgl lof ministry — is nostartingit. You
know, sometimes we have to garner up some couragdyenativation to ‘take the plunge’
and that struggle is real, and important, and l'oh ciownplaying it. But we eventually
find that the harder thing about ministryagntinuingin it. To keep going when you've
passed that point where the idealism is fadingthadeality is setting in.

The reality about our own limitations. The reald our weaknesses; the vastness (and
often the impossibility) of the task set before Tise fact the work is never finished. It is
difficult to persevere in ministry. There is harddy ministry endeavor that does not
eventually bring us to our knees — if we take iiaesly at all. All our ideas of how
‘ready’ we are, how prepared we are, tend to methyawith experience... and we
eventually come face to face with realityI'm a flawed human being. | can’t do this

myself’

I mess up. | make mistakes. | make bad choicesingvitable. But it happens.
And that can be a moment when we come to that poléefork in the road’. Having put
our hand to the plow, as Jesus put it, we havestadd: “Do | turn back or do | press

on?” Maybe that's exactly where Isaiah was?

| think that in many ways, the momggnificant commitments to ministry, and more
significantdecisions to be followers of Christ, come nothat beginning of the journey,

but somewhere down the road, after we've comedbzein a clearer manner just what
it is that we’re up against. What we’ve really coitted to. Because only then do we

understand what we have available to us in Christ.

Paul wrote in 2 Corinthians 12
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But [God] said to me, “My grace is sufficient fooy, for my power is made perfect in
weakness.” Therefore | will boast all the more djadbout my weaknesses, so that
Christ's power may rest on me. That is why, forigtlsrsake, | delight in weaknesses, in
insults, in hardships, in persecutions, in diffices. For when | am weak, then | am
strong.

Isaiah came face to face with God... and, thankfuflg didn’t run away. But he
discovered in a way deeper than he ever knew, Gadise, which was enough for every

need.

| was reading this passage last Wednesday whetelved a phone call from a former
member of our church, Nawechi Temu Lindner. Youhhigmember that she and Kevin

got married and (sadly for us) moved out to Minaso

Nawechi is a social worker, and is an especialfiediyoung woman — very articulate,
caring, and competent, godly woman. Yet in the yaat a half since they’'ve been in St.
Paul, she has not been able to find a job in hed.fiSo, she told me (and gave me
permission to share this btw) that just last weleé decided to ‘Do the Samuel thing.’
Which meant, she was going to simply wait on Godl @hen he called she was going to

say, “Speak Lord, your servant is listening.” WHatyou want me to do?

Three days later, she received a call from theopast the church they have been
attending (a UM church in Au Claire, WS) offeringrha part time job of director of
youth ministries at that church. So she was aalime because all she could think of

were reasons why slweuldn’tdo this. And she wanted my ‘advice’.

| said, “Nawechi, you won'’t believe the Scripturaspage that | have open in front of
me.” | told her it was Isaiah 6, and she immediatecognized it. But just to be sure, |
said, “You know, it ends with God asking “Who casdnd, who will go for me?” To

which Isaiah responds, “Here am I, send me.” Ntwere’s no pressure there or

anything...
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But as | just had been reading, | pointed out havd Giet Isaiah’s need... God supplied
everything he needed. Arnldenlisaiah was sent oapain | said to her, “You know, God
has blessed you with many gifts; you may have & Heprning curve as far as
programming and things like that — and we have éweellent resources right here, and
there’s lots of stuff that can help you there. Batfar asyou, | can’t think of anyone

better equipped to lead young people in discipfeshi

God hasalready given you what you will need. And he will give ytlie rest as well.
Isaiah discovered, in thisecomissioning, that he couldo — sent by God, into his
ministry, without worrying about whether or not m&as ‘good enough’ or ‘ready’;
without fretting over his sins, and failure, be@uSod would supply everything he

needed.

He will do no less for me... and for you.
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