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Epiphany 5
February 7, 2010
Sermon preached by The Rev. Scott B. Neal

St. James’ Episcopal Church
Arlington, VT

Isaiah 6: 1- 8, (9-13)
Psalm 138
1 Corinthians 15: 1-11
Luke 5: 1-11

What an amazing group of readings we have this morning!  

They begin with Isaiah’s wonderful image of God in the temple and Isaiah’s call story, to a psalm of thanksgiving, praise and faith, to Paul’s boastful sharing of the Good News of Christ and finally to the vivid and moving calling of Peter, James and John simple fishermen to be faithful disciples. 
Encounters with God and personal transformation seem to be the connector in all three stories.
Isaiah is in the temple, praying, confessing his sins and short comings against God and suddenly everything around him changes.  Suddenly the light is brilliant, the smell of incense fills the room, he sees God seated upon the heavenly throne surrounded by flying beings with wings and hears singing proclaiming that God glory fills the earth.  Isaiah is overwhelmed; all his senses are on overload.  God is making God’s presence known in new and exciting ways.

A hot burning coal is placed on his lips – forgiving and removing his sins – purifying him.  And then God speaks – who will I send out into the world to proclaim my word.  Isaiah responds, ‘Here I am Lord – send me.’  Then God tells Isaiah this isn’t going to be easy – this isn’t any easy task by any means.

For Paul something similar happened in his past.  We are not told exactly what this experience is but Paul alludes to it in this portion of his letter to the Corinthians.  We remember that a light from heaven struck him off his horse, he had a conversion with Jesus and admitted his sins against Jesus as the one who persecuted the early church and is blinded.  Through this event, Saul was converted from a persecutor of this new faith to one of the biggest, and in his words, hardest workers for Christ, even though he admits it was God working through him.  

After this encounter with Jesus on the road to Damascus, Paul is able to vividly retell the incredible story of Christ’s crucifixion and resurrection.  Paul is struggling with this young church in Corinth.  

And Peter too had one of these encounters with God that changed his life, changed his very being.  Peter had already been out fishing – all night in fact – and had caught nothing.  Along comes this odd sort of man and he asks Peter to push his boat away from shore so he can talk to crowds that are following him.  Then this odd fellow tells Peter and his crew to put out to sea, and cast their nets in again.  Can’t you just hear Peter complaining?  We’ve fished all night – who is this guy that thinks he can tell us where the fish are – we have been fishing for years.  Who does guy think he is?  But Peter and the others throw in their nets and not only catch some fish – the nets are to the point of bursting and the other boat is called out to help haul it all in.

At this moment Peter realizes that he is in the presence of God and falls to his knees, confessing his sins, a changed man.  
All three of these men were awaken by their encounter with God; two by visions of a much larger world, the third with the overwhelming abundance of God.

These gifts were not given because of ‘behavior or morality, but they came from awe and wonder before God and the amazing power of Jesus.’ (Christian Century, January 26, 2010)  
All three men in our lessons this morning experienced a theophany or an encounter with God.  Each one experienced the Holy One in ways that rocked the temple, threw them off their horse or overwhelmed them with God’s great abundance.

These encounters with God give us hope as we continue our daily lives in the world.  If we remember that we live in a world filled to overflowing with the great abundance of God - anything is possible.  If we remember that God’s abundance surrounds us and feeds us, we are filled with new energy and inspiration to deal with the challenges of our lives.

Mystical experiences inspire and transform us.  Lost in their experiences, Isaiah said Yes to God’s call, Saul became someone new; with a new name and a new vocation and a new direction for his life and Peter changed course and followed Jesus ultimately proclaiming the good news of God’s Love all the way to Rome.  

Our characters this morning all entered liminal or thin places, places where heaven and earth seem to flow from one to the next.  The world is full of these places - we just have to be open to the possibility that they exist and then recognize them when we come across them.

The Eucharist is a prime example of a thin place, a place where heaven and earth meet on a weekly basis.  
Each time we gather and celebrate the Eucharist together we experience God and God’s Abundant Love in new ways.  Every time we gather we enter this liminal place and we sing with angels and archangels and all the company of heaven joining in the endless song that Isaiah experienced firsthand, ‘Holy, holy, holy Lord; God of power and might.  Heaven and earth are full of you glory.’

Each time we celebrate the Eucharist and I mean WE, I can’t do this without all of you, we invoke the Holy Spirit asking God to change our gifts of bread and wine into life giving food and drink that supports and sustains us like no other food and drink we know.  
Each time we celebrate the Eucharist we invoke the Holy Spirit to make us one body - the body of Christ in the world.  We ask to be made Christ’s hands and eyes and feet and ears in this world.  This is all really powerful stuff!
All of this brings to mind the wisdom of Annie Dillard’s words in her book ‘Teaching a Stone’.  Dillard writes,  "Does anyone have the foggiest idea of 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."
Dillard has it right.  Imagine the Day of Pentecost; wind rushing, flames dancing people speaking in all languages, the Holy Spirit in action.  This is what we are about in the Eucharist.
Beyond our Eucharistic experience we don’t know when we will encounter God.  It may be today or tomorrow or a year from now.  It may happen as we sit quietly in the chair in our loving room, during a movie, weeding the garden, or on a walk in a field or under the stars.  We have no idea when God will suddenly enter into our lives through these liminal places.  We need to be ready, be prepared to have it happen at any moment.  If we believe that God moves through the world and through our lives these moments could happen at any instant.  
So I ask you –

Do we come to church week after week expecting everything to be the same as it always has been?  

Do we come ready to sit back and just take it in – let it all wash over us?

Or do we come strapping on crash helmets and life preservers expecting God to enter the building, our lives and transform us all?

It is quite an image isn’t it?!  
It may sound foolish or silly but anything is possible in God’s Abundant Love for us.  
So are you ready – are strapped in for the ride of lifetime?
1

