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 In the year that King Uzziah died, I saw the Lord sitting on a 
throne, high and lofty; and the hem of God’s robe filled the temple.   

Seraphs were in attendance above God; each had six wings: 
with two they covered their faces, and with two they covered their 
feet, and with two they flew.   

And one called to another and said:  “Holy, holy, holy is the 
Lord of hosts; the whole earth is full of God’s glory.”   

The pivots on the thresholds shook at the voices of those who 
called, and the house filled with smoke.  And I said: “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!”    

Then one of the seraphs flew to me, holding a live coal that 
had been taken from the altar with a pair of tongs.  The seraph 
touched my mouth with it and said: “Now that this has touched 
your lips, your guilt has departed and your sin is blotted out.”   

Then I heard the voice of the Lord saying, “Whom shall I 
send, and who will go for us?”   

And I said, “Here am I; send me!”  
And God said, “Go and say this to the people:  ‘Keep 

listening, but do not comprehend; keep looking, but do not 
understand.’ Make the mind of this people dull, and stop their ears, 
and shut their eyes, so that they may not look with their eyes, and 
listen with their ears, and comprehend with their minds, and turn 
and be healed.”   

Then I said, “How long, O Lord?”   
And God said:  “Until cities lie waste without inhabitant, and 

houses without people, and the land is utterly desolate; until the 
Lord sends everyone far away, and vast is the emptiness in the 
midst of the land.  Even if a tenth part remain in it, it will be 
burned again, like a terebinth or an oak whose stump remains 
standing when it is felled.”   

The holy seed is its stump.                                          -  Isaiah 6 
 
 You go to dinner with one of your old college roommates—
not the one you like, one of the other ones, the one whose job you 
would love to have, the one who makes three times as much as 



you, the one who speaks four languages, the one whose spouse 
looks like a model—who was a model, the one whose children are 
so precocious, so photogenic, so constantly on Facebook, skiing in 
the Alps, or running on a beach in Rio.  Your rich friend picks up 
the tab.  You would like to pick up the tab, but it is a big tab.  Your 
old roomie makes you feel small.   
 We feel small when the boss treats us like we have not 
earned the respect that we have earned, when we do not get the 
promotion that we should have gotten, or when we see the corner 
office with floor to ceiling windows that will not be our office.   
 We feel small when six of our friends go to dinner and 
we are not invited, when a co-worker gets angry and we do 
not know what we did, or when the person we love most 
misunderstands us. 
 We feel small when we say things that go unheard, write 
things that go unread, or hope for things that do not happen. 
 We feel small when we are standing in line at Noodle 
Pudding—and people who come in after us get a table.   
 We feel small when we settle for a routine of work or 
laundry or staring at our screens.   
 We feel small when we are watching our favorite show and 
notice the commercials that accompany our favorite show— 
casinos, cruises, Rogaine, Cialis, AARP.  How old do they think 
we are?  
 We feel small when we think about big questions, because our 
answers are not that good.  What is our greatest accomplishment?  
What is the biggest risk we have taken?  What is the first line in our 
obituary? 
 We are not as impressive as we would like, so we try not to 
think about it.  We are reluctant to think about our ambitions, what 
we spend our money on, and how we worry about others’ 
opinions. 
 When we try to find our self-esteem in what we achieve, our 
accomplishments are not enough.  When we look inside for 
meaning, there is not enough there.  Our life is not enough in and 
of itself.  We need more.   



 Our unimportance makes us long for importance.  We 
try to fill the void in ourselves with food, drink, sex, pills, 
money, possessions, religion, status, and other people’s 
attention, or a propped up sense of our own self-worth.  
 We try to make ourselves feel important, bigger, and 
significant.  We end up grasping, greedy, defensive, anxious, 
judgmental, self-important, self-obsessed, and self-pitying, 
because we do not like feeling small.  
 When we do have a moment that makes us feel big, it does 
not last.  It is not enough.  Our big moments are followed by small 
moments.  We never stay satisfied.   
 Then something genuinely horrible happens.  Something falls 
apart—your job, your family, or your life.  Someone dies—your 
friend, your parent, or your spouse.  You are stunned by grief you 
did not see coming.   

Sometimes we come to worship, bringing our disappointment 
with us.  We hope worship will take our mind off our problems, but 
worship is not much of a show.  We hope we get something 
helpful, but our expectations are not high.  We would like worship 
to make us feel better, but it is not much of a party.  We do not see 
that we worship because our lives are not what we dreamed, 
because of small disappointments and big tragedies.   
 Isaiah wanders into worship feeling small and insignificant, 
broken and hopeless, looking for the meaning of life.  He is a 
young man, the age of a college student, whose hero has died.  
King Uzziah ruled Judah for forty years.  He was a great king and 
the only king Isaiah has ever known.   

The whole country is in grief over the loss of a beloved 
leader.  The whole country is afraid of what is coming next.   
Isaiah sits in the sanctuary crying.  Candles are flickering at the 
front.  The incense stings his eyes.   
 Isaiah looks up during the sermon and sees, high above the 
pulpit, as if it has always been there but he is seeing it for the first 
time, God—not God like Charlton Heston in a movie—but a vision 
beyond vision, Spirit beyond description, Divinity beyond 
explanation, and Mystery itself.   



God’s robe is the incense.  The candles are gold dust at the 
hem.  Winged creatures shout back and forth, like hippogriffs in 
Harry Potter.  The whole place starts to shake like the 2 train 
coming into Clark Street.   

Isaiah comes to worship to weep over the insignificance of his 
life, but he is overwhelmed by a glimpse of God who is bigger than 
his troubles. Isaiah cries: “God, this is too much.  I can’t deal with 
this!”   

He wants his lips cleansed, because it is with his lips that he is 
being a hypocrite.  He sang the psalms and read the litanies.  He 
claimed to be worshipping God when he has really been thinking 
about himself.  He has not considered the greatness of God.   

One of the winged things touches his mouth with fire and 
says, “There, there, it will be all right.  You are going to be okay.”   

Mystery Itself says, “Who wants to do more than spend their 
lives worrying about small concerns?”   

With charred lips Isaiah says, “I do.  I want my life to matter.” 
God says, “Go tell the deaf what’s important until you’re blue 

in the face.  Go show the blind how good life can be till you drop in 
your tracks.  Because people would sooner eat ground glass than 
care about a world that is bigger than they are.  People dull their 
minds, deafen their ears, and close their eyes.  They do not want to 
see what truly matters.” 
 God gives Isaiah hope—a holy seed.  From that day forward 
Isaiah’s life matters.  Isaiah has a purpose that is bigger than he is. 

It would be interesting to know how Isaiah’s glimpse of God 
changed through the years as he repeated this story.  Visions are 
clearer in the remembering than in the actual event.  Our vision of 
God needs to get bigger.  Isaiah learns that God is bigger than his 
pain, bigger than his grief, bigger than the circumstances that 
make him feel small. 
 Every once in a while a well-intentioned religious person says 
something about knowing God.  Isaiah would laugh and point out 
that God is beyond our knowing.   

The incomprehensibility of God is the gift that makes it 
possible for us to live bigger lives.  The mystery of God invites us 



to give ourselves to mystery.  The God beyond our knowing draws 
us to causes bigger than we are.   We worship to remember that we 
are part of something older than we are, smarter than we are, and 
better than we are. 

Fyodor Dostoyevsky writes: “The one essential for us is 
being able to bow down before the infinitely great.  If we do not 
have the infinitely great, we will not go on living and will die of 
despair.  The infinite and the eternal are as essential for us as the 
little planet on which we dwell.” 
 There are at least four billion suns in the Milky Way—which 
is only one galaxy.  Many of these suns are thousands of times 
larger than our own, and millions of them have whole planetary 
systems, including billions of satellites.  All of this revolves at the 
rate of about a million miles an hour, like a huge oval pinwheel.   

Our own sun and its planets, which include the earth, are on 
the edge of this wheel.  This is only our own small corner of the 
universe, so why don’t these billions of revolving and rotating 
suns and planets collide?  

Here is how one scientist explains it:  “Space is so 
unbelievably vast that if we reduced the suns and the planets in 
correct mathematical proportion with relation to the distances 
between them, each sun would be a speck of dust, two, three, four 
thousand miles away from its nearest neighbor.  And, mind you, 
this is only the Milky Way—our own small corner—our own 
galaxy.  How many galaxies are there?  Billions.  Billions of 
galaxies spaced at about one million light-years apart and one 
light-year is about six trillion miles.  Within the range of our 
biggest telescopes there are at least one hundred million separate 
galaxies such as our own Milky Way, and that is not all.  
Scientists have found that the further you go out into space, the 
thicker the galaxies become, and there are billions of billions as 
yet uncovered to the scientist’s camera and the astrophysicist’s 
calculations.  (Harry Golden)   

When we think of all this, it is absurd to worry about the 
small concerns that make us feel small.  Almost everything that 
makes us feel small is itself infinitesimally small.   



 When we truly worship we stop trying to fit God into our 
lives and start seeing ourselves in God’s life.   
 One of our happiest experiences is when we find ourselves in 
something bigger than we are.  When the music is so beautiful that 
we lose ourselves in the music.  When we are reading a book that 
is so absorbing that we cannot put down this story that is bigger 
than ours.  When we are looking at a river or a mountain or the 
face of someone we love with all of our being, we are no longer 
thinking about ourselves at all, we are happily, blessedly lost in 
something bigger than we are. 
 If we look to God we will see that life is too big for small 
concerns, small irritations, and small dreams. Life is too big for 
anything but love. 
 Do you remember this chorus from Rent?  “How do you 
measure a year?  In daylights, in sunsets, in midnights, in cups of 
coffee.  In inches, in miles, in laughter, in strife.  In five hundred 
twenty-five thousand six hundred minutes—how do you measure 
a year in the life?  How about love?”   

We measure our lives in love, because anything else is too 
small.  If we see ourselves in the love of God, we see that life is 
too big for selfish motives to make any sense at all.  Life is too big 
to judge people—including ourselves, too big to envy others’ 
achievement, and too big to live from irritation to irritation.  We 
can live bigger.   
 In a sermon at Riverside Church on the upper west side, 
Ernest Campbell preached: “To be young is to study in schools 
that you did not build.  To be mature is to build schools in which 
you will not study.   
 To be young is to swim in pools that you did not dig.  
To be mature is to dig pools in which you will not swim.   
 To be young is to sit under trees you did not plant.   
To be mature is to plant trees under which you will not sit.   
 To be young is to dance to music you did not write.   
To be mature is to write music to which you will not dance.   
 To be young is to benefit from a church you did not make.   



To be mature is to make a church from which you might not 
benefit.”  
 We can give ourselves to ultimate love, infinite compassion, 
fantastic generosity, life-giving community, passionate purpose, 
the freedom to stop caring about the things that make us feel 
small, power to fight the battles worth fighting, and the capacity to 
ignore anything that makes us feel like less than God’s child.   

Do you really think you can make your life make sense all by 
yourself?  How much better to give your life to love?   
 Rumi, the 13th century Muslim poet writes,  
“Listen, O drop, give yourself up without regret,  
and in exchange gain the Ocean.   
Listen, O drop, bestow upon yourself this honor,  
and in the arms of the Sea be secure.   
Who indeed should be so fortunate?   
An Ocean wooing a drop!   
In God’s name, in God’s name, sell and buy at once!   
Give a drop, and take this Sea full of pearls.”   
 We are here to give ourselves to God, to the love that is bigger 
than we are.  God’s love is bigger than the troubles that surround 
us.  God’s love is our hope, our home. 

The Scottish catechism includes a crucial question, “Why was 
I created?”   

Every child is taught to respond, “I was created to worship 
God and enjoy God forever.”   
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