“In the Presence of the Holy”

Isaiah 6:1-8

He was the only king that Isaiah and his fellow citizens of Judah had ever known. Uzziah had reined for 41 years in the Southern province of the divided kingdom. To the north, in the province of Israel, their king, Jereboam II, who also sat upon the throne for 40 years, had matched Uzziah’s long tenure. What all of this meant was stability. Both Judah to the south and Israel to the north had enjoyed political, economic and military stability. But now that had changed.

 “In the year that King Uzziah died,” begins our passage of scripture today. And so, the word of the Lord comes to us today in the context of a tremendous historical shift in the midst of the people of God. Perhaps people were wondering what the future held for them now. Perhaps they were frightened, unsure, what lay in store for the nation.

 It’s in the midst of this that Isaiah goes to church. Isn’t that what people often do in a time of national crisis? I’ll never forget the evening of September 11, 2001. In the wake of that day of unspeakable tragedy, we quickly organized a service of prayer for that evening. And I remember how our sanctuary was jam-packed that evening. In the midst of uncertainly, we turn to our faith do we not? Such was the case for the prophet Isaiah. And very interestingly, in what might seem like the least likely time, Isaiah finds himself in the presence of the holy. 

In the year that King Uzziah died, I saw the Lord sitting on a throne, high and lofty; and the hem of his robe filled the temple. 2Seraphs were in attendance above him; each had six wings: with two they covered their faces, and with two they covered their feet, and with two they flew. 3And one called to another and said: “Holy, holy, holy is the Lord of hosts; the whole earth is full of his glory.” 

Holy – it is a word we use quite often. We speak of the Holy Bible and the Holy Ghost. We speak of “holy” days and colloquially of “holidays.” We even speak of some “places” as being holy – calling it “hallowed ground.” The root meaning of the word holy is “to be set apart.” We often think of holy as “belonging to the realm of the divine.” And that is the realm into which Isaiah peeks in his vision. Here, Isaiah finds himself in the presence of the holy. And it is indeed a powerful experience. (see a sermon by Elizabeth Achtemeier, “Portrayal of Holiness.”)

 This experience obviously shaped Isaiah’s very life for holiness became the central idea of his book of prophecy. In the Old Testament, God is referred to 31 times as “The Holy One of Israel”. Twenty-five of those times occur in Isaiah. (Homiletics, May-June 2003, p.54). This holy experience that Isaiah had in the temple at a crisis moment in his nation’s history transformed his whole understanding of God. But such is the power of holy moments.

 It has been said that holiness is the interaction between the material world and the spiritual. Holiness is when you can see God at work in the material world. (LectionAid, June-August 2009, p.1). That certainly seems to be Isaiah’s experience of the Holy One of Israel. God reveals himself to Isaiah in the midst of history; in a particular place; in a particular time; in ways that he can sense – ways he can see and hear and taste and smell and touch. To be in the presence of the holy is to experience that connection between this realm and realm of the divine.

 Have you ever experienced being in the presence of the Holy; in that place; that moment; where the human and the divine kiss? When I was on the staff of Peachtree Presbyterian Church in Atlanta, we had the honor of welcoming Bishop Desmond Tutu to speak in our pulpit. Yes, Bishop Tutu is only a man and I am certain he would be the first to tell you that. But being in his presence was in some way a holy moment. Here was this diminutive man, who had been a voice for justice and peace in the midst of one of the most heinous of political systems. He was humble and self-effacing. Yet what a powerful witness for Jesus!

 Two very holy moments for me personally was being present at the birth of my children. Watching Ashley and Ian enter this world; seeing them take their first breath; hearing their first cry; was absolutely amazing. I knew that I was in the presence of the Holy.

 One of the blessed things about being a pastor is that I get to “walk on holy ground” with people. I’ll never forget the experience of being asked to be with a young wife as she took her husband off life support when his battle with cancer was over. I sat in the room with them as the nurse turned off the respirator. I stood by the bed speechless while the wife lay there in bed and cuddled next to her husband while he took his last breath and his heart ceased to beat. I can tell, you, the Holy One was in that room.

 I have been privileged to be with some of you in the presence of the holy as well. I carry each of those moments in my heart and they have served to shape me, just as I know Isaiah’s experience of the holy shaped him.

 Have you had moments where you feel as though you have been in the presence of the holy? If you have, then maybe you have experienced what Isaiah did. For I am convinced that two realities are always the case when we find ourselves in the presence of the holy. First of all, I believe in the presence of the holy, we will find ourselves…

…HUMBLED

 Look at Isaiah’s encounter with holiness: When he sees the vision of God’s glory; when he hears the three-fold Sanctus (“holy, holy, holy”); when he feels the earthquake beneath his feet and smells the smoke that fills the temple, he says:

 “Woe is me! I am lost, for I am a man of unclean lips, and I live among a people of unclean lips; yet my eyes have seen the King, the Lord of hosts!”(v.5)

Isaiah, of course, was a prophet. He was man whose great strength in life was words and the ability to communicate. But in the presence of the Holy, Isaiah realizes that even his best pales in comparison to the awesome glory of the Lord. (“I’m a man of unclean lips.”)  Even the best that he could say would not have been good enough, he feels.

 In the presence of the Holy, one will inevitably feel humbled. The way Isaiah responds to this humbling is to confess his smallness and inadequacy; to admit his shortcomings and failures; to acknowledge his humanity. And that is a good thing. When we do that it helps us to accept our proper place in the universe. Did you notice whom Isaiah says he sees in his holy vision?

“…My eyes have seen the King, the Lord of hosts!”

 And it is telling that Isaiah sees, “the King, the Lord of hosts” in “the year that that King Uzziah died.” It is a humbling reminder to Isaiah is his time and to us in our time, that human kings, monarchs, presidents and national leaders will come and go. But the true Sovereign is still on the throne! It is to Him and Him alone that we must look for our stability and our hope. Sometimes we need a glimpse of the holy to humble us and remind us who is sovereign.

In a Protestant Hour sermon some years back, Ed Steimle, told about a friend he had who was an avowed agnostic who would have nothing to do with religion or Christianity. He was a self-made person who seemed to rely on his own wisdom and power to make it through life. Yet, Ed Steimle was amazed when his friend told him about horse back riding out west and what happened when he comes to the rim of the Grand Canyon. He says he got off his horse, looked over the edge of the canyon and felt compelled to get down on his knees at the breathtaking beauty and grandeur before him. (“The Formula and the Mystery,” Edmund Steimle). Even those unsure of God can be humbled in the midst of God’s grandeur and holiness.

 And of course, in the humbling there is grace. Isaiah receives the assurance that even though he is human, finite, limited and, yes, even a sinner, God is good. In the presence of the holy there is mercy. In the tradition of the Bible to encounter the holy is always to experience deliverance and redemption. In the humbling presence of the holy, one finds forgiveness; a forgiveness that leads to a second thing, I believe we will always experience in the presence of the holy. We will not only find ourselves humbled, but we will hear ourselves…

…HAILED

No sooner does Isaiah taste the red-hot redeeming coal against his unclean lips and receive the affirmation of absolution, than he hears the hailing cry of the Lord, the Holy One of Israel himself, who asks:

“Whom shall I send, and who will go for us?”

 This is one of the great realities of those who have encountered the Holy One of Israel. When you have stood in the presence of the holy; when you have seen the vision of God’s glory; been humbled at the awesomeness of God and your relative inadequacy; when you have nevertheless received God’s forgiveness, then inevitably you will hear yourself being hailed by the Holy One. 

In the presence of the holy, Isaiah was called. You and I will be as well. We will be hailed to serve. For you see, sacred moments; those holy times when we are given a glimpse of something larger than ourselves and our circumstances, are given to us not simply for our private blessing, but so that we might bless others. 

 Dag Hammerskjold, the Swedish diplomat who became the first Secretary General of the United Nations and who died in a plane crash in service to the world, was a devout Christian. Hammerskjold, once said:

“The road to holiness necessarily passes through the world of action.”

  And that is profoundly true. In the presence of the holy, one will be humbled, made to recognize our stature before the majesty of God. But in that process one is set free to respond to a hailing:

“Who shall I send and who will go for us?”

 In other words, who will act on behalf of the Holy One? Will you? Will I? The choice is ours. And it is a choice. You have the freedom. You are not compelled. You are invited. Notice that as he hails the Holy One simply asks a question. And we can choose how we will respond. Isaiah accepted the challenge. His response to his hailing from the Holy One was this:

“Here am I, send me!”

“I’m available! Send me God,” said Isaiah. Having been in the presence of he holy; having received grace and mercy; having heard the Holy One’s hailing; Isaiah couldn’t not respond. He had to answer. May the same be true for us who have been in the presence of the holy.
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