Mollie Samuel

Sermon for February 7, 2010

Readings( Isaiah 6:1-8, Psalm 138, 1Corinthians15:1-11, Luke 5:1-11)

Gracious God: Father, Son, and Holy Spirit…..Wondrous and Holy are you.  Help us understand how you guided David, Isaiah, Peter, and Paul so that we may discern and follow how you are guiding us here at Calvary Church.  Amen 
Three encouraging lessons evident in today’s readings are that: First, God is Eager to Communicate with his people.  Secondly, God uses sinners to do great things, and thirdly, we must learn to share our faith. For the most part my thoughts shared will be related to these ideas; however, I’ll also be sharing some personal faith journey experiences and church related thoughts in this reflection. 
God communicates in mysterious and ordinary ways. Today’s readings tell us that Isaiah and Paul experience visions.  By visions, the bible means -a movielike or lifelike image that come to a person when awake or dreaming that has a message from God.  Visions are a remarkable supernatural experience that few believers experience. 15 years ago I’d have said visions didn’t exist.    I would have explained the biblical stories that contained visions as imagined fantasies that make a good story or literary point.  Now, thanks to seminary courses and being more open to the mysteries of God, I believe visions always have and always will exist in the church. However, those are mountaintop moments for only some believers. Those granted visions in their faith experience are blessed; but so are those who believe without a vision as Jesus says to Thomas in John 20:29 “Because you have seen, you have believed; blessed are those who have not seen and yet have believed.” 

This leaves us with the question, If we don’t get a vision, How do we listen to God?  Wise Christians have taught me that most of the time, we need to listen to God by coming to church, by studying scripture, by reading Christian authors, by praying (and finding or creating quiet spaces) and by talking about our lives with other believers. Despite going to church every Sunday and attending Sunday School for ten years when it came time for confirmation I had no idea I was supposed to do the things I just mentioned to listen to God. I thought you tried to be a good person, you studied history and tried not to repeat the mistakes of the past and followed your intuition. My thoughts on that have changed since my mid twenties.  The most joyful people I’ve met in the past ten years, and the people who demonstrate the finest character when suffering are ones who really seek out God. My experience has been that when we come worship willing to listen to God , God does speak to us. Most likely, not as dramatically in a vision as he did with Isaiah, Peter and Paul but if we persist he will communicate with us.  
Secondly, today’s readings reassure us that God Uses Sinners to do Great Things. What GOOD NEWS! Each of the readings today feature individuals experiencing the holiness of God.  Once they get a glimpse of God’s Holiness, they immediately see their own sin and repent of it. We see that God then turns these repentant hearts into renewed hearts.  
 
Psalm 138 was written by David sometime between 1000 and 960 B.C..  In this Psalm David Declares God’s name and word to be above all things.  David, who so often lived under God’s blessing, eventually sins by committing adultery with Bathsheba and by having  Bathsheba’s husband killed on the battlefield.  When David is confronted by Nathan, he doesn’t go into denial, he goes into honest repentance. Due to that repentance, David is forgiven by God. He endures agonizingly tough consequences from God for this sin but he is forgiven and the messianic line is allowed to come from David’s house.  

Isaiah translated from Hebrew means “Yahweh is Salvation.”  Today’s reading tells us that Isaiah is overwhelmed by a “vision” of God in Heavenly Glory.  Isaiah, is shocked he lives after this experience.  Isaiah acknowledges his sins before God when he says “Woe is me, I am a man of unclean lips!” In spite of Isaiah’s weaknesses and sins God “sends him” and uses him powerfully.  It is his proclamations about the Messiah that are so often quoted in Christmas pageants 2,700 years later.
In the gospel today, Peter sees that Jesus has just performed a miracle by filling two boats with Fish. Peter falls down at Jesus’ knees and says “Go Away from Me Lord, for I am a Sinful Man” Yet, Jesus doesn’t go away from Peter because he’s a sinner, instead he rewards Peter’s ability to see his own sin by drawing him closer to himself. Peter gets invited into Jesus’ inner circle and is told he’ll be a fisher of men.  We know from the gospels Peter has more moments of weakness and sinfulness. Yet, despite himself, and his sins Peter is used by Jesus to do amazing things. In the book of Acts the same Peter who was afraid to admit he knew Jesus boldly proclaims his name.  He becomes the Fisher of Men Jesus said he would be.  

Paul , as we heard in the reading today, reminds the church in Corinth that Christ is the fulfillment of scriptural promises about the messiah, that Jesus’ resurrection is a historical fact not a metaphorical one, and that this same Jesus appeared to believers, and eventually to Paul himself.  Paul, is shocked Jesus ever appeared to him. After all he had stood by and watched Stephen, the first Christian martyr, get stoned. Paul persecuted the early Christians.  He worked hard to imprison and kill Christians. Yet by God’s Grace he was chosen and has been used mightily by God. Paul’s words have dramatically shaped Christian understanding.
I remember being 16 and in confirmation class and really questioning the beliefs stated in The Apostles creed. The high school debate team had taught me to question and think critically.  Father Harrington, my childhood priest, often used to say…”Be 100% honest with God. If you doubt, tell God so. If it’s done out of genuine seeking, God will guide you to a place of faith.” I struggled for 9 years off and on with the aspects of Christianity Paul outlines in today’s reading. I always believed in some kind of God, but whether or not Jesus was God was a question for me.  I didn’t know enough about other religions to be able to say the creed was an accurate summary of my own beliefs.  Jesus as a great teacher, seemed like a good idea to me.  Friends invited me to lectures and sometimes I found the Christian faith described a bit “too literal.” I thought myself the broader minded thinker. I respected the Christian faith for helping countless millions lead good moral lives….but I’d learned enough about the sins of Christian cultures in history to think it wise to get too caught up in religion.  My notions of Jesus as being a great human teacher and not uniquely God, were challenged by a wonderful minister named Gordon Hugenberger and my friends Caroline and Jennie. Pastor Hugenberger , explained beautifully how the Old Testament linked to the new.  Eventually listening to biblical scholars far more knowledgable than I am, reading many books, and having countless conversations with Caroline led me to an unexplainable moment in prayer in 1995 where I too fell on my knees in front of Christ in repentance and thanksgiving .  Much to my surprise I suddenly knew that I did believe in this God and that Jesus was his son! I promised God and myself that I would strive to learn about him and serve him all my days.  

It is my hope that each person here, and each child in my youth group will believe in God because something happens between the individual and God.  We shouldn’t believe in Jesus just because people we respect do, we must seek out a personal connection with God for ourselves.  The Church has an enormous responsibility to help this happen.  The church must improve its’ ability to relay critical information about the Christian faith to seekers.  I spent almost every Sunday of my childhood in a Catholic Church, ten years in Sunday school, and four years at a respected Christian(Catholic) University.  Despite all of that, I almost walked away from the Christian faith, clueless as to what I would have been leaving behind.  It is this experience that has led me to teach Sunday School for many years now.  It’s been a pleasure to work with the Youth Group this year.  During the annual meeting I had a chance to get to know some of the younger students in church school. Their love for this church and its’ traditions are strong. When they become as passionate for God as they are for the fallen tree out back, I know the Church of Christ will be in good hands.  We the laity also have to help our clergy apply the Christian faith to our contemporary struggles. In Massachusetts, I personally know two friends who were healed of eating disorders, 3 people who were freed from addictions, and two couples ready to divorce that were reconciled. The common factor in all those stories was prayer and a loving Christian minister.  We as the laity need to hear stories like these to encourage our faith. 
What good news, God still heals and he still uses sinners to build his Kingdom!  What a comfort.  We don’t have to be perfect, we can admit our faults and serve God better without the masks we often feel pressured to hide behind.  We don’t have to have the figure of a magazine model, we don’t have to get into the most prestigious schools, We don’t have to be rich, we don’t have to be poor,  we don’t have deny our past…all we have to do is be willing to see our own imperfections, and with God’s help turn from our sin.  David says it beautifully when he writes “The Lord will make good his purpose for me; O Lord, your love endures forever; do not abandon the works of your hands.”  We see that God didn’t abandon David, Isaiah, Peter or Paul and he doesn’t want to abandon anyone seeking him at Calvary Church either.  He wants us to come to him aware of our faults and be open to him, like Isaiah saying “Here I am…”.  When we repent he will renew our strength. (anecdote related to this shared at 10am service only)
Thirdly, today’s gospel reading makes it clear Jesus wants Peter and us to be “Fishers of Men.”  God wants people invited to his church.  If my friends Caroline and Jennie had never talked about their faith with me at work, I’d likely have stopped going to church 15 years ago and would have been content to be a universalist of Irish catholic heritage.  I’m grateful now, they had the guts to talk about their faith with me. Talking about our faith is a difficult task. Most of us aren’t called to preach like Isaiah, Peter or Paul; but, each of us can invite friends to church. I find this very hard to do, but I know I must get better at it. One ministry that has had remarkable success in bringing people into the church that I’ve gotten to experience is called Alpha.  It’s a wonderful ministry led by Nicky Gumbel, a very talented and funny, minister in London. I was actively involved in this program in Massachusetts prior to meeting Amjad and look forward to a time when we’re settled enough to be involved with it again.  Faith programs really can be fun. For example I’m going to attempt to share a joke with you that I love hearing Rev.Nicky Gumbel tell….
There was an English Man named Harry who was feeling like it was time to get married. He’d enjoyed some bachelor years and felt it was time to settle down. He had two lovely women friends that he was torn between Maria and Rachel. He couldn’t decide which woman to woo. There was Maria who was bright, articulate and a very attractive brunette, He also had a friend Rachel, a pretty blond, who was warm, caring and lots of fun to spend time with. The more he thought about this the more confused he became. Finally Harry, decides to pray about this important decision. So Harry is out walking and he stumbles upon a very pretty Catholic Church.  The door is open and Harry goes in. He gets down on his knees and prays in a cockney accent,  “Lord, Lord, Whom shall I Ave?” Harry is waiting for an answer when all of the sudden he looks up and there in the stained glass window it says,,, “Ave Maria!” 

Although the odds are greater that the visions we see will be like Harry’s rather than like the visions seen by our Faith Fathers and Mothers,   I know that God Speaks to Calvary Church, I know Calvary Church can continue to share the good news that God uses Sinners for his Kingdom and this will happen as Calvary hears God Calling us to be Fishers of Men. Let us pray the words in David’s psalm on behalf of all at Calvary, “May the Lord make good his purpose for Calvary and may we know that his love endures forever and that he will not abandon the works of his hands.”
