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Isaiah 6: 1 – 12;     Luke 5: 1 – 11

AN ENCOUNTER WITH GOD

INTRODUCTION
Our Scripture readings this morning direct our attention to two people who became acutely aware that they were in the presence of God – Isaiah, the prophet and Peter, the disciple. Let’s look at each of them because they have some questions for us. 
1.  Two Encounters with God:
Isaiah is probably serving in the Temple, which would have been filled with the smoke of burning sacrifices – something like being at a barbecue inside a large cathedral - lots of smoke drifting up to a high ceiling. As Isaiah stood there with the sights, sounds and smells of the people at worship, he had a vision in which he was transported to the very edges of heaven. It seemed to him that the smoke was the robes of God spilling over into the Temple; the singing of the people was the voices of a heavenly choir calling to one another in constant doxology: Holy, holy, holy is the Lord of hosts. (v.3) This a description of an extraordinary encounter with God.
Peter’s encounter with Jesus is different. He is engaged in his daily work as a fisherman on the shores of the Sea of Galilee. Peter and his partners have worked all night and caught nothing. Then this Rabbi comes along and gives them some advice on how to catch fish. To our surprise, and probably that of the onlookers, they do as Jesus says. The result? They can’t pull the nets in, so great is the catch. Peter’s response, like Isaiah’s, is to recognize that he is in the presence of a power greater than any ordinary human being. He kneels down at Jesus feet and says, Go away from me, Lord, for I am a sinful man. (v. 8).
Both of these passages describe the experience of people who had a memorable encounter with God. Now you might say this is all very well. You expect such things in the Bible but that’s not a common reality today. Here’s my first question. What is your experience as you come into the church? Do you really expect an encounter with God in this place? Do you expect to hear a Word from God addressed to you? If the truth be known, most of us come here to meet with friends and experience the support and comfort of those friendships. Just listen to the buzz of conversation in the foyer and sometimes continuing into the sanctuary itself, before the service begins.  But to encounter God? To expect to hear a word from God that addressed to you?  What would that feel like? How would you know? 

But that is what the Church is trying to do most Sundays. We come here to be in the presence of God in an intentional, concentrated way. What we do prior to worship don’t always help us to do that. We don’t take sufficient time to orient our hearts and minds away from the stuff of everyday concerns to paying attention to the presence of God. But after the welcome, the first thing we do directs our attention to God. The first hymn we sing is usually a hymn of praise that directs us away from ourselves to an encounter with God. Did you notice that when we sang this morning we were actually addressing God? 

God, you are clothed with light,
as with a garment fair,
and in your holy sight
the saints your beauty wear;
the heavens and all therein express
the glory of your holiness.
That was our first encounter with God in worship; addressing God and offering praise.
2. How else will we encounter God this morning? Now I don’t mean here some sociable idol – a god of our own making who is always kind and benevolent towards us and infinitely indulgent towards everything about our life. I don’t mean the god we meet privately in the garden or whom we might address like a mate at a BBQ or a close friend over coffee; the god of blue skies and sunsets. Most people in our society want a god like that and some even believe in a god like that! “I don’t need religion to tell me who God is!” I am talking about the Creating God who is “Lord of heaven and earth” and whose presence shakes the foundations of the earth and who, in Christian Faith, has revealed God’s being in human form in Jesus of Nazareth. 
My second question is: Is it possible that we miss an encounter with God because we don’t know what to expect, what to look for? Let us go back to our readings for some answers. 
In the middle of his vision, Isaiah confronts himself and is undone; He sees himself as he really is. In the presence of the holy God, he becomes aware of his own limitations and inadequacies – his sinfulness. He cries out to God; 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’s entire framework for living and believing is suddenly called into question. He is “lost” because his previous orientation to life is inadequate to deal with this new reality.
When Peter encounters Jesus he too becomes aware of his own inadequacies. He falls on his knees and says, “Go away from me, Lord, for I am a sinful man.” His encounter with God in the flesh makes him aware of the inadequacies of his humanness. 
For both these people, an encounter with God means a new realisation of who they are before God and who God is for them.
3. What does this mean for us here and now?  Let’s pause for another question: “Do you expect to hear a word from God that addresses you in this place? What would that feel like? How would you know?” 
To be in the presence of this God is to know ourselves as we really are and to become aware that our self-chosen orientation towards life without God no longer works. As a consequence, we are moved towards some form of confession - Isaiah’s Woe is me! or Peter’s Go away from me Lord for I am a sinful man. 
So, both of these people, in the presence of God, become aware that they are not whole.  God acts for Isaiah. In his vision one of the angelic beings, a seraph, touches Isaiah’s lips with a live coal taken with tongs from the altar of sacrifice, and he hears the words, Now that this has touched your lips, your guilt has departed and your sin is blotted out. (v. 7) In Isaiah’s case God does not simply regard him as a sinful wretch but moves towards him with forgiveness. This is a graphic image of the reality of the sense of forgiveness he experiences because he believes that word from God. Isaiah says, … yet my eyes have seen the King, the Lord of hosts. (v.5) Both confess their sin and discover they are not without hope. 
In Christian worship, this experience is re-enacted each Sunday in the Prayer of Confession. After the praise of God, as those who have looked on God’s majesty, we become aware of our broken humanity and say so. We make our confession in words the liturgy gives us to say. Our own form of  Woe is me; and Depart from me, Lord, for I am a sinful woman or man. Now our worship doesn’t have anything as graphic as a burning coal with which to demonstrate the reality of God’s forgiveness; I wish I did.  But as a herald of God I do declare as forcefully as I can that God forgives those who seek God’s forgiveness. I quote Scripture as my authority that Christians believe that in the life and death of Jesus God has done all that is necessary for us to be forgiven. The church believes that, I proclaim it by saying – ‘In Jesus Christ, your sins, our sins, are forgiven.” And you say, with as much conviction as you can muster, “Thanks be to God”. So practically, what guilt, what mistakes, what failures, what burdens, some of which you may have carried for years can you now discard because God, in Christ, has said to you in this encounter, “Your sins are forgiven.” That means, as our society might say in the vernacular, “Thank God, I can let all that shit go.”  
That, my friends is an encounter with God. The truth of the gospel is the basis on which I dare to say to you – “Your sins are forgiven” so it is God’s word to you. The question is of course, “Do we believe it?” Do we receive it as a word from God in this encounter with God? Sometimes when we receive a great gift or kindness from another person, we are so overwhelmed, we can only say, “Thank you.” So too with this gift of God’s forgiveness, we can only say simply, “Thanks be to you, God.”
So now you know why I have, at times, said to you, ‘Why are we so reluctant to say these words in the liturgy with conviction? Do we believe it? Are we unsure? If there is any person here who finds it hard to believe they can be forgiven, it is incumbent on the rest of us to say it for them, Sunday after Sunday. We remind tone another of what is true, not because they feel it, but because God has declared it. To you, in your encounter with God this morning.
4.  The Sending Out:   Something else surprising happens in our encounter with God. God enlists human beings in God’s mission in the world. Those whose lives are now oriented to God’s purposes are called to be God’s agents in the world. Isaiah overhears the call of God, Whom shall we send and who will go for us? He responds, Here am I, send me. (v. 8) So Isaiah begins to live out this re-orientation of his life towards the purposes of God and is sent to the people of Israel with a particular message. (vv 9-13) 
Isaiah is given a commission. God says, Go and say to this people… He is given a task to go and proclaim God’s purposes for the future of the nation. But he’s warned not to expect an easy road. 

Peter too is given a commission and sent. He is told that rather than being just a fisherman, he will be sent into the world to cast the net of the gospel and draw people into this gracious good news of God’s love for all people. Christians tell the good news that God’s action in Christ makes all people free of the burden of religion – all human attempts to find and please God.
So, you who have encountered God, what about your commission? You may not be called to a particular vocation, but you are called to be a witness to the grace and forgiveness of God in your daily life and work. To be a living witness to this God who loves so indiscriminately, forgives so freely, and seeks the justice and flourishing of all life on earth. 
And in case you hadn’t noticed, Isaiah’s encounter is still the basic order of worship that Christians follow. Have a look at your order of service.

1.  We gather in the church and praise God (usually by singing)

2.  We are moved to confession and hear the word of forgiveness.

3.  We listen for the Word of God in the reading and preaching of the Scriptures.

4.  We pray for the world in which we are to bear our witness

5.  We are sent out with a blessing to be agents of God’s good news in Jesus Christ.

Conclusion: 
That’s why I believe the work of worship is the most important thing we do as a church. Because in this place we don’t come to have our needs met but to encounter God who addresses us with God’s word. The tragedy is, the Church too often forgets it or neglects it. Let me close with a quote from Annie Dillard, a Pulitzer Prize winning writer.
The churches are like 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. For the sleeping god may wake someday and take offense, or the waking god may draw us out to where we can never return.   





(Annie Dillard: Teaching a Stone to Talk pp. 40-41)
This is the truth of the gospel; May this encounter with God empower you for your daily work as witnesses to the gospel that sets people free.  
Thanks be to God.  Amen.

