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Isaiah 6:1-8 

1In the year that King Uzziah died, I saw the Lord sitting on a throne, high and lofty; and the hem of his robe filled the temple. 2Seraphs were in attendance above him; each had six wings: with two they covered their faces, and with two they covered their feet, and with two they flew. 3And one called to another and said: "Holy, holy, holy is the LORD of hosts; the whole earth is full of his glory." 4The pivots on the thresholds shook at the voices of those who called, and the house filled with smoke. 5And 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!" 

6Then one of the seraphs flew to me, holding a live coal that had been taken from the altar with a pair of tongs. 7The 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." 8Then 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!" 

John 3:1-17 

1Now there was a Pharisee named Nicodemus, a leader of the Jews. 2He came to Jesus by night and said to him, "Rabbi, we know that you are a teacher who has come from God; for no one can do these signs that you do apart from the presence of God." 3Jesus answered him, "Very truly, I tell you, no one can see the kingdom of God without being born from above." 4Nicodemus said to him, "How can anyone be born after having grown old? Can one enter a second time into the mother's womb and be born?" 5Jesus answered, "Very truly, I tell you, no one can enter the kingdom of God without being born of water and Spirit. 6What is born of the flesh is flesh, and what is born of the Spirit is spirit. 7Do not be astonished that I said to you, 'You must be born from above.' 8The wind blows where it chooses, and you hear the sound of it, but you do not know where it comes from or where it goes. So it is with everyone who is born of the Spirit." 9Nicodemus said to him, "How can these things be?" 10Jesus answered him, "Are you a teacher of Israel, and yet you do not understand these things?" 

11"Very truly, I tell you, we speak of what we know and testify to what we have seen; yet you do not receive our testimony. 12If I have told you about earthly things and you do not believe, how can you believe if I tell you about heavenly things? 13No one has ascended into heaven except the one who descended from heaven, the Son of Man. 14And just as Moses lifted up the serpent in the wilderness, so must the Son of Man be lifted up, 15that whoever believes in him may have eternal life." 

16"For God so loved the world that he gave his only Son, so that everyone who believes in him may not perish but may have eternal life." 

17"Indeed, God did not send the Son into the world to condemn the world, but in order that the world might be saved through him." 

 
In 1963 I was in third grade and my family had moved to a suburb just outside of Milwaukee yes I mean Wisconsin.  Please don’t tell but I could have ended up a Green Bay Packer fan.  I came this close.  The move was a godsend for me because I went from having to deal with a most horrible teacher in Deephaven, Minnesota (who was so bad that I spent a lot of time not going to school that fall due to school bell tummy ache) to a very nice school in Brookfield that I was happy to attend.  I felt I had been delivered.  This was the same year that John Kennedy died.  Strangely enough JFK was shot on a day when I was visiting back in Minnesota with my mom.  What I didn’t know was that my time in Wisconsin wouldn’t last, my parents had already decided to move back to Minnesota.  The way it worked out the move saved me from a horrible teacher but didn’t sentence to a life time of living in Wisconsin.  That good news, which I would find out some time later, will always be mixed up with the bad news of the president’s assassination.
I bring up the death of JFK because of a phrase in the reading from Isaiah.  Isaiah dates the call that he receives as the very year King Uzziah died.  It is almost like that question “where were you when JFK was shot?”  I haven’t heard that for years but it used to be one of those event markers.  Everyone could remember what they were doing.  And maybe it was the same for King Uzziah.  Of course, I know that for most of us that doesn’t mean much but in a real way this was a watershed moment in the life of Judah and Isaiah.   Judah was the southern kingdom of the divided kingdom of Israel.  King Uzziah was of the lineage of David and was one of the most successful kings of that line.  He restored much of the power and influence of Judah.  He reigned for fifty two years in an era of success and stability.  All that would change as the Assyrian empire then threatened Israel and Judah.  Israel, the northern kingdom, would fall within twenty years of Uzziah’s death.  Judah would last another hundred and forty years but they would be bumpy at best.  The death of King Uzziah brought a change it was a change that would very much effect and determine the course of Isaiah’s life.  The years ahead would be filled with challenge and suffering and trouble a tough time to become a prophet.  Perhaps that is why the call was so dramatic.  Many days ahead would try the very existence of Isaiah so he had to be sure that God was calling him to this work.  Such a dramatic call would certainly reassure him.
Most of us don’t experience anything like that.  Most of us are not called to such a difficult task either….thank God.  As I trace my call the death of a leader does figure in because the death of JFK also ushered in a time of turbulence and upheaval.  If you remember the ten years after JFK died was filled with protest, riots, assassinations, the Vietnam War and just happened to be the very years I was coming of age.  If there was anything clear to me and many of my friends it was that this sad world needed help and a lot of it.  I remember many discussions in college about what we might do with our lives.  Never did any of us talk about Wall Street or business or even making a certain amount of money.  It was all about what might be the most help for the greater good.  I know that was a lot about youthful idealism but I marvel at how clear it was for us that we would put the greater good ahead of personal considerations.  It was as if the words of JFK “ask not what the country can do for you but rather ask what you can do for your country” was taken to heart in a way we weren’t even consciously aware of.
I was affected by the death of JFK and I might even date the beginning of my call to that day like Isaiah dated his call to the death of a world leader but I did not experience anything like Isaiah did.  God did not appear to me so dramatically but of course for most of us a call is never so dramatic.  It is much more like the Gospel of John describes.

Nicodemus for reasons no one knows one night went to seek out Jesus.  He went in the dark.  People don’t go out in the dark much in Biblical stories it is because they come from a time when going out in the dark was just plain dangerous.  This however seems to be symbolic.  Nicodemus was in the dark but had enough restlessness in his soul to seek out Jesus.  He didn’t know what to expect and was a little confused by what he heard from Jesus.  He was confused because calls are confusing.

Nicodemus doesn’t really ask a question he seems to want to explain why he is there.  He is there because he has heard about the signs that Jesus has done.  The Gospel of John is all about signs.  In almost every story Jesus does some miracle or sign that affects people, and the outcome is always that someone in the story comes to believe.  In this story Nicodemus refers to these signs that Jesus is doing as the reason he has sought him out.  It is right in with the Gospel’s theme but oddly according to John Jesus hasn’t done many signs just yet.  In fact the only miracle that he has accomplished is the changing water into wine.  It is a good trick but I am not sure it would have been enough to get Nicodemus out at night to see Jesus.  Either there are signs that Jesus had done before this or something else brought Nicodemus out.  I kind of think the latter.
I think it was the restlessness in Nicodemus’s soul.  It is why we all seek God I think.  There is something in us that is longing to be fulfilled and I believe if we are wise we see that we can never be satisfied outside of our God.  Nicodemus went out into the dark on a hunch and a hope but he is rewarded by a conundrum.
Jesus knows or seems to know exactly why he is there and like with so many interactions in the Gospel of John he cuts right to the point.  Nicodemus came seeking but what he is seeking cannot be sought….at least not in the way Nicodemus hopes.

It is the problem with God, even when we seek God, God is a little mysterious and always just a bit beyond our reach and understanding.  Jesus tells him he must be born from above if he is to find what he is seeking.  Well how do you do that Nicodemus wonders.  Well you can’t really do it God has to do it.  “The wind blows where it wills…”  Where does that leave Nicodemus it leaves him with faith and very little else.

But thanks be to God faith is enough and is exactly what Jesus is after in all of us.  It is faith that changes the world.  It is faith that gives us hope.  It is faith that strengthens and encourages us.  It is faith that changes our perception so that it seems that we have a whole new life.  It is faith that Jesus is always trying to inspire.  It is faith that God calls us to day after day.  It is what we needed when we lost our president it was what I have needed time and again and it is what we need now.
I never knew a dramatic moment where God was apparent and my call was clear.  What I have experienced is the presence of God time and again.  It is God’s grace that gives us all a future if we have faith enough to embrace it.  In Christ we pray.  Amen.
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