The LCA provides this sermon edited for lay-reading, with thanks to the original author.
Sermon for the 5th Sunday after Epiphany
The Text: Isaiah 6: 1-13
How many of you have had experiences of eagerly signing up to do a job or role someone has asked you to do, without checking whether that is a job you can actually do well enough? 
A former university student recalls this experience: “One time, out of desperation from the student body at my tertiary college, I was begged to be a student association treasurer. Since my Dad was a banker, I thought I could probably do a good job. My first job was to collect orders and money from students so they could receive their new student T-shirts. Trouble was that most students told me they couldn’t pay up front and so I agreed to make the order, give them the shirts and then chase them up for the money. In the process I made the student account go into the red buying the shirts and then I had the awful job of nagging students to pay up once they had their T-shirts. Some even graduated without paying, and I was left humiliated and told off by the student body - the student funds were empty and all these students who owed money because I didn’t have the confidence to hassle them. After that I vowed never to be in charge of people’s money ever again.” 
The former uni student continues, "What was interesting though is that no-one gave me any guidance or training, they just said: ‘Look don’t worry it’s easy; it will be hardly any work, I promise’; (Famous last words).  I’d actually never learned how to balance bank books or keep track of money, but I did it for the initial thrill or pride that someone took notice of me and asked me to be part of something. If I was actually briefed about it properly, I am sure I would probably have run a mile.” 
Now it is fascinating to now look at poor Isaiah. The main part of our text is the divine commissioning of a prophet. Isaiah signed up for a job for the Lord before he was told what he was going to have to do. I think there was some wisdom in this, because what God wanted Isaiah to do, would likely make anyone called by God run in the opposite direction. In some ways the nature of God commissioning him in such a supernatural, wonderful and astonishing way was probably the thing that gave Isaiah the resilience and strength to do a job that would not end in reward for him personally. 
This vision of the Lord himself with the angelic seraphim around him singing ‘Holy, Holy, Holy’ back in forth to each other in such heavenly glory, made such an impact on Isaiah that he inserts this very special memoir amongst his other prophetic writings. It is almost as if he needs to have it there to keep him going as he experiences the rejection of a people unwilling to hear his words. He hangs on to this call, this vision, as he ministers in an almost impossible situation. But the other impossible thing in Isaiah’s mind, made entirely possible is what the seraphim do to him when he panics about seeing the Lord himself with his own eyes. He expects to die because of his sin and impurity, but one of the seraphim, a fiery angelic being, flies over and touches his mouth with a hot stone, and all his guilt is removed and the permanency of his sinfulness is covered over. When God sees him he does not see him as a sinner but as his instrument to minister to God’s rebellious children. 
And so God asks a question without a context: ‘Whom shall I send and who will go for us?’ Isaiah doesn’t dare question and ask more information but because of his cleansing and standing in God’s presence he cannot resist saying: ‘Here I am. Send me!’ 
Now imagine Isaiah’s thoughts as God gives him the brief: ‘Go and tell these people this: ‘Be ever hearing, but never understanding; be ever seeing, but never perceiving.’
And for Isaiah he tells him to: ‘Make the heart of this people calloused; make their ears dull and close their eyes. Otherwise they might see with their eyes, hear with their ears, understand with their hearts, and turn and be healed.’
Actually our text is far more descriptive in the original language as it says for him to make their ‘hearts fattened’, their ears heavy and droopy, and the eyes smeared shut. Looks like an impossible situation doesn’t it? A fattened heart, can be a picture of a heart coated thickly in a layer of fat. Its unresponsive and de-sensitised and the fat becomes a barrier preventing you from touching the heart deep inside. It’s also a picture of sloth, over-indulgence and when you have a heart that is closed off in this way because of having too much of the wrong thing, it makes it hard for someone’s heart to encounter the Lord. But there is still a sliver of hope, because despite this, God does not stop trying to get through to them. Isaiah’s preaching is necessary because as the people’s hearts fatten up more to shield themselves from Isaiah’s words, there is still a chance that perhaps the right Word might just get through. 
So after this initial briefing, Isaiah asks a logical but apprehensive question: ‘How long, Lord? The Lord says  ‘Until the cities lie ruined and without inhabitant, until the houses are left deserted and the fields ruined and ravaged, until the Lord has sent everyone far away and the land is utterly forsaken. And though a tenth remains in the land, it will again be burned. But as the terebinth and oak leave stumps when they are cut down, the holy seed will be the stump in the land.”
Wow. What a depressing brief: Preach until everyone is gone, and everything is laid wasted and burned. God’s sovereign will and knowledge of the future means he can reveal to Isaiah what will happen, but his permissive will means that preaching is still necessary for that possibility to save and heal some that might turn from their sins. But there is one glimmer of hope right at the end of the text today and that is that this stump left over and burned up, contains the Holy seed. We have seen how destructive fires can be to our Australian bush and yet it doesn't take long for green shoots to appear on the blackened trunks. In spite of all that is black and bare there is hope. This is a picture of God's grace.

Similar to Isaiah's experience, serving God is no walk in the park and there will be times when his call will lead us into blackened forests that seem to have little joy and hope and it will at times seem very hard and even impossible for us to continue. Father Damien in the 19th century was called to minister to lepers on the Hawaiian island of Molokai, pastoring and ministering to them as they died, and also succumbing to leprosy himself in the process. 
None of us know what God has in store for us in the future when we commit to serving him. We know that Jesus says that following him will not be easy just as he found serving humanity on earth a difficult and challenging. But wherever serving Jesus leads us and whatever challenges face us God promises to help us and equip for his tasks, and he gave a special pouring out of his grace and strength to enable his servants to suffer with Christ, creating both hidden and exposed miracles in the process.  
Friends, the message I want you to take away today is that like Isaiah we are also called to do sometimes difficult but core tasks for the Lord. Just like this one: ‘Proclaim the Gospel, be ready in season and out of season’. (2 Tim. 4:2). That’s not a job we then complain about later saying: ‘Lord you didn’t tell me it would be like this, I want out so I can do something else’. Proclaiming the Gospel in many different forms is something that people from all ages can do and the Holy Spirit is responsible for enabling us and encouraging us. But it can come with difficulty as like Isaiah, we can meet people resistant to the Word, who might persecute us or be unkind to us. 
But the final thing to say is that much of what God wants you to do and how long he wants you to do it comes down to some careful discernment, reflection, and listening to the Lord. 

God may call you for something you feel is not easy, or something not showing much evidence of working. Sometimes you’ll be part of a massively exciting spiritual harvest but it might only be short-lived or you might be part of a slow patient journey that creates great fruit for the Lord that you may never see in your lifetime. 

But whatever your circumstances, keep on seeking the Lord and listening to him. Enjoy the fact that you can dwell in his Holy presence, give him your sins and guilt and receive that hot stone of forgiveness on your lips to enable you to serve. Whether you are serving on church rosters, revealing Christ at your workplace or in church leadership, keep asking the Lord and let him show you what he is both pruning off and growing in you. Be open for God to make possible the seemingly impossible, and persevere in your faith and your core calling to be a witness for the Gospel. And be encouraged all of you who are working for him in both joyous and difficult ways, for the Lord says he will not only equip you and help you but also that your true work and labour for him will never be in vain. 
Amen.      

