Readings

Isaiah 6: 1-8
Psalm 138
1 Corinthians 15: 1-11
Luke 5: 1-11
Do you remember someone playing a trick on you at one or other birthday, where you get a largish parcel and you unwrap it, only to find there is another wrapping underneath, and you unwrap that, and there is another paper under that? Then you get to a shoe box, and inside is a parcel and you unwrap it, and you continue unwrapping layer after layer until at last you get a small, hopefully valuable present.
When was the last time you read a really good book or saw a superb film?  Do you remember being so wrapped up in it that you forgot who you were and where you were, and when it ended, you sat for a few minutes in that sort of limbo while the perceived reality of the film/book receded and you gradually re-emerged into everyday life?
I would suggest that both of these illustrate the reason you came to church this morning.  In the first, you sift through the wrappings of beautiful building, lovely music, Bible readings, sermon, prayers, beautiful garden, kind friends, glorious weather, and somewhere in and amongst all those things, you find the gospel treasure and you will take that home and forget all the rest.  If you don’t believe me, see if you can tell yourself what the sermon was about last week, what hymns did you sing, what were the readings, who did you talk to at the tea table?  It doesn’t matter if you don’t remember as long as you found God.
And the second image – that of the good film or book?  Maybe one of us clergy got it right and you were mesmerised by a good sermon.  Or perhaps there was a hymn beautifully sung, and it lifted you right into heaven, or the readers found just the right sense of drama in their presentation of the scriptures.  You were hooked into God, and when you left the service, the world looked different.
Both of these experiences are real, but both are incomplete.  I’ll tell you why.  The first is incomplete because, while God is to be found, and the search is always rewarded, he gives himself to us very generously, and Jesus talks of seeking the “treasure,” we don’t get a God who will obligingly stay in our pocket until needed, or a God who will look nice on the mantelpiece.  We cannot own God.
The second is incomplete because, although God is immense and vast and takes us out of ourselves, he is more than a very pleasant experience.
Let us look at our three Bible readings set for today:
1 Isaiah sees God in the temple and is totally overwhelmed.  He sees himself in relation to God as someone totally unworthy of being in God’s presence, and he becomes sharply aware of his sinfulness as well as that of his people.  His lips are cleansed by a coal from the fire, and then, when god asks for a volunteer, Isaiah offers to go and prophesy to his people.
2 In Corinthians, Paul met Jesus after all the apostle and some 500 disciples, and is ever more aware of his sinfulness in his persecution of Christians before that meeting.  He carries out his task of taking the gospel to the gentiles and, by his own admission, works very hard at it to make up for his initial attitude and actions.
3 The Gospel passage tells of people crowding up to hear Jesus, and to make it easier, Jesus gets into a boat borrowed from Simon, and as it were, pays rent by means of a miracle.  There huge number of fish tears the nets, and other boats have to help to take it to shore.  Simon is aware of God’s presence in this, and asks Jesus to go away, he is not worthy of this.  The presence of God in Christ makes him very aware of his sin.  Jesus then gives him a job – that of catching men.
So what do they all have in common?  
1  God appears in all, mostly unexpectedly.  There is no formula or invocation.  He appeared when he had work to be done.
2   All three of them, Isaiah, Paul and Simon Peter were very aware of their unworthiness.  Not so much because of bad things they did – I have said before, sin is a state not an action.  We become aware of our unworthiness when we are in the presence of great goodness.
3  in all three, they were, either immediately or later, given a job to do.
So what does that mean for us?
1 God calls us where we are.  He sorts out our sin and makes us worthy, but uses who and what we are.  Isaiah identified with his people, and God sent him to prophecy to them.  Peter was a fisherman, and you can be sure the insight and planning and working with the weather and the time of day, which is what fishermen do, was, without doubt a good training for his ministry.  Paul, with his deep knowledge of the Law became the theologian for the church, and provided the intellectual basis for our church and the source of understanding God for years to come.  God will call us, and our abuse, our dishonesty, our education, our happy marriages, our tragedies, all those things that make us what we are, all are valuable if given to him to be used by him.
2 God will make us new.  The bitterness which we feel from the unfairness of life – and some of us have been very unfairly treated, - can be healed and transformed by God.  The regrets at our wasted lives and those things of which we are ashamed can be restored, and instead of waste, we see experience.  The goodness and respectability which we have preserved at all costs will be joyfully accepted by him, and turned into an exciting, fulfilled life, whose brilliance will be an inspiration to many and a source of gratitude to ourselves.
3 We will be given work to do. It is as if that over-wrapped parcel I was using as an illustration in the beginning has at it’s core, a brightly coloured annual report of the Kingdom of heaven, and on the back page is a form – your contract, and you are being asked to sign it as an executive member of this company.  Or perhaps the film you are absorbed in opens up, and you are asked to join and become part of the play.  You are overawed by it, but once you have been given a costume and make up, you are given a part to learn and perform, and now you are part of the action.
We are holding a parish Indaba next Saturday, and we are going to re-look at our Parish Council.  We are going to see what God is calling us to, and whatever our gifts, let’s get away from “churchy-ness” and become tremendous human beings who are in love with Jesus and know how much he is in love with us.  Bring your concerns, and let’s make a superb, new PC, one that does without those hackneyed old words like “fellowship” and “stewardship” and “worship” and goes into a new and vibrant way of looking at things.  We need your input, and we need you to tell us where God is pointing this church.  Listen to God this week, and come on Saturday and tell us.
We shall give a time for silence at the end of this sermon.  During this time, use it to remember the God who touched your heart, or perhaps he wants to touch it now.  Bring your brokenness and sadnesses and inadequacies with you, and let him touch you and heal you, and lastly ask him for ears to hear where he is leading you, and where he wants this church to go.  
