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Text: “And | said, ‘Here am I; send me!"”” (Isaiah 6:8b).

This past week Katie Couric conducted an interview withhdet J. Fox on thEBS
EveningNews Michael Fox, who suffers from Parkinson diseass, lteen in the news recently
in his campaign for government funding for stem cedesech. Last week he was accused by a
number of commentators of failing to take his medicasind of faking the symptoms of
dyskinesia, the uncontrollable shaking that comes withdvanced case of Parkinson disease.
One of the things that | found impressive about thevigerwas that the Michael Fox did not
engage in self-pity. He spoke with respect about tladeefor religious or other moral reasons
oppose stem funding, but he also acknowledged that he Isirewdat he is doing. He said that
if bringing the message means that the messenger gatgh&d up a bit,” he would be happy to
be that guy.

He went on to say that as much as he hates having sewibke disease at such a young
age, it had given his life a sense of meaning and purpasehdt reason, he said, he was
grateful that he had the disease.

There is nothing more critical in every person’s than the search for meaning. Some-
times it can take an extraordinary event such as a dea#vere illness to help a person discover
some purpose in his or her personal life.

But there are other ways as well for a person to firdmmng.




In the passage that forms the basis of our texbfiayt we find a dramatic encounter
between God and the prophet Isaiah that apparently took ipldlce Temple at Jerusalem. Isaiah
6 is essentially a call story, one of those stohas dccur in both the Old and New Testament
when a person is confronted with the presence of Godsaradled to represent God as a prophet
or in some other leadership capacity. In this call stloeyprophet Isaiah finds himself in the
presence of the heavenly council. God is described mg tt a throne with the skirts of his
robe filling the temple or heavenly palace. Attendantnugpe deity are the six-winged seraphim,
which proclaim the holiness of God and the universalitiyi@flory. In the presence of the
divine council the prophet is aware of his own sinfulnekesreceives forgiveness and hears the
guestion of the almighty: “Whom shall we send and wHhbgaifor us?” To which he responds,
“Here am |. Send me.”

For the prophet Isaiah this confrontation with thenlivGod was a defining moment in
his life. He was commissioned by God to be the messefgaod. One of the most remarkable
aspects of Isaiah’s call was that it took place in thaext of worship.

Worship is at the very heart of the life of a chuMthenTheBook of Ordeiof the
Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) speaks of the “great ehtteeachurch” the first of these is the
“proclamation of the gospel for the salvation of hukiad.” There are many things that a
church could do poorly, perhaps some things that a churdti do without, but worship is not
one of these.

To be sure, the Bible repeatedly calls us to worship.widiship of God was at the
center of Israel's faith. In the same fashion Jeseistwo the synagogue each Sabbath. The
Apostle Paul warns us that we are not to forsake tlerdsg of ourselves together.

But, having said that, there is something else that neusaid. There is a danger of going
to church. In this same passage that recounts God'®daliah there is a stern warning about
“trampling the courts of God.”

One of the strongest indictments against worship isdfauthe prophecy on Amos, who
guotes God as saying:

“I hate, | despise your feasts,
| take no delight in your solemn assemblies.
Take away from me the noise of your songs;
To the melody of your harps | will not listen.”
(Amos 5: 21-24).

The prophets understood how worship could be abused. Theytkaeitvcould conceal
all kinds of evil practices. Harry Emerson Fosdick otadé of a sermon he preached on the
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comforts of religion. There was a man in his churet tiked the sermon. He really liked it. He
liked it so much that he ordered a copy of it and haathéd in his home. A year later, Fosdick
reported, that man was convicted of a scheme of fraud aficatfainst one of the large
investment firms in New York City. Fosdick recountedtthe would never preach a sermon that
spoke about the comforts of religion without also redmg people of the demands of religion as
well.

Jesus was certainly aware of the abuse of religme. of the most sarcastic things that
Jesus ever said about anyone was about people who, as thélpue to stand and pray in the
synagogues.”

But while many of us are keenly aware of how worship camibased, we are equally
aware of what worship at its best can mean—inward reiafoent, a clear vision of one’s duty,
restored faith and courage. Sometimes we enter intoctusaly depleted and faltering and leave
“strengthened with might by the Spirit in the inner mawe find in worship courage for daily
living and a sense of purpose that had escaped us.

So what is it in worship that we find so compelling?
[I.

One of the things that worship can do is bring aboutrsfwamation in a person’s life.
Frederick Buechner, a Presbyterian minister and well-krnauwthor, relates an experience in his
early life that had a profound effect on him. He had graduaben Princeton University and
was living in New York City, struggling to become a writde ended up attending the Madison
Avenue Presbyterian Church. The minister of that chuafia man named Dr. George Bulttrick,
who was one of the most famous preachers in Ametitaatime. Buechner acknowledged that
there was much in Buttrick’s sermons that caught hisiédte Buttrick was wonderfully
eloquent, literate, and imaginative. But one day in onehwprservice something happened to
Buechner that changed his life. This is how he puts it:

“Something in me recoils from using such language, butdtdies end | am left with no
other way of saying it than that what | found finally v@&twist. Or was found. It hardly seems to
matter which. There are other words for describing wappéned to me--psychological words,
historical words, poetic words--but in honesty as aeglin faith | am reduced the word that is his
name because no other seems to account for the exgeseally.”

That has been the experience of countless of oth@tepedo have found in worship a
transforming experience.

V.
There is another thing that worship can do. It can giperson a much keener sense of

the ethical dimension of life. One of the most famoussionaries of the Nineteenth Century
was a medical doctor name Wilfred Grenfell. For manys/ea served as a medical missionary
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to the people of Labrador. But very few people know wikemenfell’s life of faith began. It

began in a worship service. The famous evangelist, DWigkloody, conducted the service, but
it could not have been a very dignified affair. At onenpa the service Moody asked one of the
other ministers to pray--and he did--on and on for féivtig-minutes. Finally Moody had to get
up and interrupt the man by saying, “While the brother lsefiaishing his prayer, let us sing
hymn #161.” It wasn’t the impressive architecture of Moodgtaple that caught the attention of
this medical doctor. It wasn’t the sermon or even tledgur of the sermon. Grenfell said later
that on that particular day he felt he had really Wwiprsed God and found his worse self
confronted by his best self, and his better self confrooyedhrist so that this man redirected his
life so that he could make his life count for the kingdor@o#l. That is going to church at its
best.

Some people come to church because they want and needdonforted. And there is
nothing wrong with that. Often we seek the church asmetgary from the daily pressures of life.
We long to hear the words of Christ who said, “PedeaVe you, my peace | give to you.” But
Christian worship, while providing comfort, must also aadle a congregation to make some
important decisions.

Several months thidew York Timesarried a page-long obituary on the death of William
Sloan Coffin, who was for a number of years therDafthe Chapel at Yale University and
pastor of the Riverside Church of New York City. Witligloan Coffin was probably the most
famous social activist of an entire generation. He paasof the early “Freedom Riders” who
moved through the South confronting racial segregatidhe churches. During the late 1960’s
and into the 1970’s he was arrested and jailed on a nurhbecasions for his opposition to the
War in Viet Nam. There were people who did not like Biliffin or what he stood for, but there
was hardly anyone on the Yale campus who did not know aéhatood for and that kind of
ethical conscience is sorely missed today.

V.

There is something else that worship can do. It cargeeea person and allow that
person to direct his or her life in a brand new way. &ome once observed that all life can be
reduced to two aspects--work and worship. Work is whaton@udselves. It is something we
achieve and to which we belong. Worship, on the other hamat iwhat we do, but what is done
for us. It requires receptivity and openness. Or, to @rtather way, the boat of life is rowed by
two oars--work and worship and the trouble with many ofukat are rowing with one oar and
going nowhere.

Bryant Kirkland, who for many years was the ministethe Fifth Avenue Church in
New York City, once said that he did not see how agrecsuld live and work in Manhattan and
not worship. The same is true in Charlotte as well.

We should never underestimate the power of worship. Bgoga prophet by the name of

Isaiah went into the temple of Jerusalem, and sebagdrd high and lifted up, responded to
the Lord by saying, “Here am |. Send me.” It was in alsohurch in New England that Harriet
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Beecher Stowe received the inspiration for her nowvele Tom’s Cabima literary work that did

more to end slavery than almost any legislation imelgje. It was in a worship service that
William Booth, the founder of the Salvation Army, re@eel the call of God to minister to the

most destitute people in the city of London.

God grant us wisdom and courage that we may hear hisamdrébllow in his way.

Amen!
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