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          There was once a young chaplain who worked in a prison.  One day this chaplain received 
a request from a father of a man who was incarcerated there. This prisoner was about the same 
age as the chaplain.  He had committed a robbery in a little town, and had been sentenced to 
many years in jail.   The man was angry and embittered.  Every week the father got on a bus and 
traveled many miles to visit the son, but the boy refused to see him.  So the chaplain was asked 
to intervene, to plead with the son to see his father.  But the son still refused.  So a ritual began.  
Every week the chaplain would ask the son, "Do you want to see your dad?"  And every week 
he had to bear word of the son’s refusal to the waiting father.  The father would thank the 
chaplain, gather his belongings, and head for the bus to start the trip back home.   
         One day, after telling the father that once again, his son would not meet with him, the 
chaplain became impatient.  He had gotten tired of playing the go-between between a caring 
father and a cold-hearted son.  So he told the father, "Look, no one would do what you are 
doing.  Your son is an embittered, defiant young man. Give up. Go back home and get on with 
your life.  Why do you put up with this kind of rejection, week after week.  Nobody else 
would."  
           As he picked up his meager belongings and headed out, the father replied, "You wonder 
why I put up with his attitude every week, week after week?  I put up with it because HE has 
put up with it for centuries."   The young chaplain was stunned and shaken by these words, and 
when the father had gone, he literally fell to his knees.  “I am not worthy of being a chaplain,” 
he said to himself.  “I am ashamed at my attitude, at my own lack of compassion.”   The father’s 
parting words had become a mirror for the chaplain to see himself, and what he saw was a little 
terrifying. 
 Isaiah is also stunned, and shaken, when he goes to the temple one day to worship.  
He’s probably gone there hundreds of times before.  That day there would have been the usual 
order of service, the usual priests chanting the usual prayers, sacrificing the usual freshly-killed 
animals on the firey altars, and the usual passive worshippers taking it all in.  But in today’s 
ordinary service something out of the ordinary happens.  The ground shakes.  Smoke fills the 
room.   Strange angel-like creatures with wings appear.  Voices cry out, “Holy, holy, holy!”  And 
then, a figure, high, lifted up, filling the sanctuary, appearing to cover the whole earth.  It’s a 
vision of the mighty Lord, the Creator of heaven and earth.  Isaiah is overwhelmed, smitten, and 
not a little terrified.  Confronted with this vision of the Holy One, all he can do is bow his head, 
and utter, “Woe is me.  My lips are unclean, I am sinful, and unworthy.  Me, and my people 
too.” 

Why does Isaiah suddenly feel so sinful and unclean, in the presence of this God whom 
he praises every week?  Has he broken a rule and offended God?  Is the Holy One ready to 
spank him, like an angry human parent might do to a disobedient child, or to throw the book at 
him, like the judge did to that angry boy in prison?   



 The famous psychiatrist Sigmund Freud said that we humans project onto God our 
feelings toward our human parents.  So if we grew up with a harsh, judgmental father, we 
create a God who’s like that, a God who is always making a list and checking it twice, finding out 
whether we’re naughty or nice.  And with this kind of God, we then practice a religion based on 
guilt and fear, living in terror that this harsh, judgmental God will smite us or send us to hell.  
Maybe that's why Isaiah cowers in, well, terror before the Holy One. 

 Or, maybe something else has happened to Isaiah.  Rather than appearing as an angry 
father, maybe God, for Isaiah, in that ordinary worship service, has suddenly become a mirror.  
Maybe Isaiah trembles in terror because—like the prison chaplain--he suddenly sees himself as 
he is.  Maybe Isaiah's outburst is like Peter's, that we heard in our first scripture.  When 
confronted with the lavish love of Jesus, as shown in that extraordinary catch of fish, Peter can 
only cry, "Depart from me, for I am a sinful man."  Maybe this vision of God, to Isaiah’s horror, 
is like a burning light, exposing how shallow his and his people’s worship really is, how they 
praise God with their lips, but how far their hearts are far from the true Holy One, who alone is 
worthy of worship.   

 The root of the word “worship” is “worth,”  or “worthy.”  To worship is to ascribe 
worth—the highest worth-- to something or someone.  We “worship” the thing that becomes 
the most important, the most “worthy” in our life, because that thing to which we attach the 
greatest worth has become our god. 
 If we’d want to take the time and go around the room, I’m sure we could come up with 
a list of things that, in themselves are not bad, but to which we are tempted to ascribe 
excessive, idolatrous  “worth.”     Money.  Status.  Cars.   Computers.  Mine crashed last week, 
and suddenly being without it, I saw how much “worth” I give in my life to my computer, 
bowing down before it even when my work is finished, in a posture that resembles worship. 

 Or we might list ourselves as the object of our worship—my feelings, my wants, my 
needs as being the things to which we attached the greatest worth.  Last week, Julie and I took 
a Chinese friend to visit Niagara Falls.   There were lots of tourists there, standing with their 
backs against the falls, taking “selfies.”  You know about “selfies?”  A “selfie” is a photo you take 
of yourself, using your mobile phone camera held out in front of yourself.  Those tourists had 
their cell phones attached to sticks, called selfie sticks, that lets you hold your phone out at 
arms length, letting you take a selfie of a group.    It seems that selfie sticks have become a fad, 
and also a nusiance.  I’ve read that museums in Europe, like the Louvre in Paris, are banning 
selfie sticks, because the sticks poke and damage the paintings.    

I don’t believe selfies and selfie sticks are in themselves bad.  Still, the selfie seems to 
me to be a good symbol of how, in North American culture, it’s ME that is the center of 
everything, that it is the “self” to which we are tempted to ascribe ultimate worth, or worship.  
Not only in what we photograph, but how we dress.  Last week a lot of high school students 
around the country were protesting against school dress codes.   Students, both male and 
female, showed up for class decked out in shorts, tank tops and spaghetti straps.  They were 
making the statement that they should be able to wear what they want.   Here’s what one 
female student said to the CBC news reporter:   ”Someone else’s opinion of your body should 
be no way more important than your opinion of how you want to present yourself and how you 



want to feel.”  Well said...that's the selfie philosophy taken to the extreme.   Nothing more 
important than me.  And when something becomes more important than anything else, that 
something has become the thing we worship.  It has become our god. 

Which perhaps what Isaiah realizes, in his routine worship one Sabbath in the temple.  
Suddenly the earth shakes, God Almighty appears, and six-winged angels cry out, “Holy, Holy, 
Holy!”    And Isaiah is shaken to his core, because he suddenly sees how shallow has become his 
and his people’s loyalty to this God.  This worship service has become, for Isaiah, an experience 
of terror, because, in light of the true God, Isaiah sees that really, in fact, it is to other gods, 
small-g gods, false gods, that he has been singing “Holy, Holy, Holy.”  And Isaiah can only cry 
out, “Woe is me!  I am a man of unclean lips.” 
 But God does not leave Isaiah there, to wallow in his “what a worm am I” feelings.  
Isaiah’s terror-filled moment of seeing himself as he is becomes the occasion for the Holy One 
to bring him joy.   One of the angels lifts a burning coal from the altar, puts it on Isaiah's lips, 
and declares, "Now your guilt has departed and your sin is blotted out."   God, it seems, does 
not look at Isaiah with eyes of blazing anger, even though Isaiah has been pushing God away 
like that imprisoned son did with his father.  Rather, God looks at Isaiah through the same 
patient, compassionate eyes of that boy's father, who came to visit him, every week, week after 
week.      
 And then this God of grace turns Isaiah outward, away from himself toward the world.    
"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!"    In meeting the living God in worship, Isaiah throws away his selfie 
stick, and reorients his life toward doing God’s will, out there, among others, who live in the 
world that the Holy One so loves. 
 Today we sometimes talk about having a worship experience.  “I like to go to such and 
such a church, because I have a meaningful worship experience there.”  How about Isaiah’s 
temple encounter with the Holy One as a 3-part model for “meaningful worship?”  First, our 
complacency is shaken, we might even be brought to our knees, when we see how many false 
gods we've bowed down to.  Second, there’s an infusion of joy, because we hear the good news 
that this God keeps coming back to us, forgiving us, offering to touch our lips, and to make 
them clean.   Third, in worship we get reoriented.  We let the Holy One turn us away from 
whatever selfie sticks we've been bowing down to, we let ourselves be turned outward, toward 
other people.  We are turned outward, as Micah, another prophet puts it, to do justice, love 
kindness, walk humbly with our God.   
 I think it's quite important that God, for us, is "holy."  "Holy" means "separate," "apart."  
Because only when we allow God to be "holy", can God be that necessary, revealing mirror that 
we need to be healed.   Step 4 of Alchoholics Anonymous is called "Courage".  It calls for 
"making a searching and fearless moral inventory of ourselves."  That can be a hard, and 
sometimes terrifying thing, to do.  Isaiah found that out.  But it's a necessary thing for healing 
and growth.  So if our worship, now and then, arouse a touch of that kind of healthy terror, its 
for our good. 
  But then in worship, we move on quickly on to joy.  It's the joy of knowing how much 
the Holy One still accepts us  And how much he needs us to be his agents of goodness in the 
world.   It can be constructively terrifying and positively joyful, knowing that Holy One just 
keeps coming back to visit us in this place, every week, week after week.  



 


