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In the Book of Isaiah we meet a young man, about the age of a college student, who entered the temple to Pray.  It was as if the windows of heaven opened. "I saw the Lord!,” Isaiah said.  The heavenly choir shouted, "Holy, holy, holy is the Lord of hosts; the whole earth is full of his glory " (Isa 6:3). 
What joy to be in the presence of God!
And when Jesus was transfigured before Peter, John, and James Peter cried out, "Lord, it is good that we should be here!" 
What joy to be in presence of God!
But today's Gospel reading is not about the joy of being in the presence of God but rather the terror. "Depart from me . . . Lord." 
"It is a fearful thing to fall into the hands of the living God," says the Bible. A fearful thing. 
Be careful.
Worship would be easy if it were the weekly meeting of the religiously inclined gathering to advance the study of the Divine. 
Yes, worship would be easy if the Lord’s Supper, which we will celebrate next Sunday, was merely a memorial dinner to resuscitate the memory of a departed hero.
But no, to gather here for worship is to risk falling into the hands of the living God.
Here it is possible for the living God of love to blow us away, turn us inside out, cause terror within us so that we want to cry out with Peter, "Depart from me . . . Lord".
No wonder we tiptoe quietly around God’s presence, build our churches to invoke silence in those who enter therein.  Perhaps we do so because we are fearful that we might awaken the one who dwells here. 
On the other hand, have you ever noticed how we sometimes chatter, nervously, before the music begins, the way people chatter when they're scared of what might come next. 
Notice, too, how we try to transform our worship into the handshaking conviviality of a club meeting; everybody smiling, reassuring one another that this is only church, only Sunday, only a day of ordination and installation of elders, only God, nothing over which to be alarmed.
As we heard, young Isaiah knew better and came from the presence of God ordained to do great and fearful things. 
And in our better moments we know better, too.  To stand in the presence of God is to be brought to your knees . The "Holy, holy, holy!" young Isaiah heard sung was followed by his remark, "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! " (Isa 6:5).
Here, in this sanctuary, surrounded by stained glass windows, an impressive cross, powerful banners symbolic of the faith we confess, in hearing the power of the pipe organ, the clarity to the piano, in singing a great hymn, in hearing a great anthem our defenses should crumble.  Here, in this sanctuary, our pretensions should become as nothing; and we should recoil from the gaze of the one who lives here; we should want to fall to our knees and hide from the one who is so good, so just, so holy and say as did Peter, when he was face to face with God in Jesus, "Depart from me, Lord, for I am a sinful man! (Lk 5:8).
Unclean lips, Isaiah confessed to. 
Sinfulness, Peter confessed to. 
What is it you and I confess to?
Perhaps at this point you are asking yourself, "Did I miss something?  How did we move from thoughts on God, glory, and holiness, and majesty to these thoughts of unclean lips and sinfulness?
As I sit in church on Sunday mornings and watch the Choir, process down the aisle, all scrubbed and vested, looking so worshipful, I find it difficult to believe that these worshipful ones may have been doing not so worshipful things the six days before their processing.  And the same could be said of the one speaking these God words in his blue robe and seasonally colored stole.
We begin our Sunday services first with a prayer invoking God’s presence, then with the confession of our sin.  And any of us with even a shred of self-knowledge knows that we sin: our deceit, our egotism, our greed, our lust.  Sin is all those little slip-ups and indiscretions that you and I do, that you and I know you and I shouldn't do.  You have your list; I have mine.
But let’s be crystal clear:  Isaiah's "Woe is me!" and Peter's "Depart from me . . . Lord." have little to do with our conventional definitions of sin.
What is sin?
The sin being confessed to by Isaiah and Peter, has nothing to do with the occasional slip of the tongue, nasty thought, or shady action. 
The sin to which Isaiah and Peter are confessing has everything to do with the gaping chasm between who we are and who God is. 
We have counselors, therapists, and others to help us handle sin defined as misdeed.  But what if our sin, with a capital "S," our real uncleanness is not what we did or said to a neighbor or co-worker or relative last week, but has to do with the gap between ourselves and God?
Freud noted that we project our parental experiences as God.  Natural for us to think of God as the big mommy-daddy in the sky, making a list, checking it twice, knowing who is naughty and nice. 
But what if we come in here on a Sunday morning and find to our terror that God isn't like that at all, that God is that great "other," that over-against-ness, which Isaiah saw in the temple and which Peter saw that day when he looked into the eyes of Jesus?
There are at least two ways to be terrified of God. 
First, we can be afraid of God because God is so harsh and cruel that we dare not slip up for fear of punishment.
OR
Second, God may be so wonderfully loving that we despair of all the ways we have betrayed that love in our own way of life. God's love is the searing light that penetrates our facade.
What if God, the one Isaiah confronted and Peter saw projected back at him in the eyes of Jesus, is like a mirror, a mirror of truth and self-knowledge that we are made to gaze upon? 
In the God projecting mirror we see reflected every moment of our life, every secret thought, all the good little things we have done for bad little reasons, the way we live, every second for ourselves and ourselves alone.  My God, to be made to look upon that mirror, even for an instant, who could endure it?
"Woe is me! I am lost.  I am of unclean lips . . . and my eyes have seen God!"
"Depart from me . . . Lord."
The beauty of God's holiness, turns to its brutality.  Through a little Sunday jaunt into church, a little listen to a little sermon, a nice little anthem by a good choir, you see God, and maybe you want to cry, as did the Geresene crazy person, "Get out of here, Jesus of Nazareth, what have you to do with us?"
God's holiness is the mirror through which our pretentious goodness is seen for what it really is. All of us who came here to catch just a glimpse of God might get more than we wanted and cry, "Depart from me . . . Lord"
We should come to church pre-warned. After all the Bible does tell us, "It is a fearful thing to fall into the hands of the living God." 
Why could God not leave teenager Isaiah alone?
Why could God not leave Peter with his nets, fishing? 
Why could God not let us be, content with our little lies, masks fixed firmly in place, quite happy to play our games? 
As T. S. Eliot declared, "Mankind cannot accept too much reality." (Forgive the sexist language)
When I was installed as pastor of the Otisville-Mt. Hope Presbyterian Church back in 1967, at the age of 27, the person who delivered the Charge to the Pastor said to me:  "Never forget that the ones whom you serve, as pastor, are the ones for whom Christ died."
And what was I doing as these words were spoken to me?
I was, wondering, "Will this be a good church? Will the members be enlightened enough to accept my ideas?  Will I preach great sermons. Will this experience enable me to move to a larger church?"
But somehow the words of that charge thundered through me, obliterating my pitiful pretension:
"Never forget, the ones whom you serve, as pastor, are the ones for whom Christ died."
And I thought, "Woe is me! I am lost. I am of unclean lips . . ."
"Depart from me, for I am a sinful man, Lord."
But you know, God never does depart.  Across the gap between God and us, God reaches in love. God is not a cold mirror of judgment, but a living God of grace.  God touches the lips of young Isaiah making him a prophet.
Isaiah is wrong.
He isn't lost, he's found.
Jesus, doesn’t depart from Peter but calls him to be a disciple, promising to teach him to catch more than fish, declares that on Peter he will build his church against which he gates of hell will not prevail. Refusing to leave sinful Peter, he forgives him.  Even when Peter denies him three times three years later, he forgives him.  Because once the living God puts hands on you, those hands never let go.
That’s ordination.
Two Sundays back we celebrated Communion here. Before the service I found myself sitting in my study thinking, as I do every Communion Sunday, if not every Sunday, "I am not worthy to lead in the celebration of this sacrament."  And it came to me that none of us is worthy to receive the sacrament, either.
All of a sudden it dawned on me that if both you and I would admit all that up front, at the very beginning when we confessed our sin.  Yes, we are unworthy even to gather up the crumbs under our Lord’s Table.  Yes, we are unworthy even to come before God in worship any Sunday. Depart from us, for we are sinful! 
Get out of here, Jesus of Nazareth!
But no, there's always an invitation to come to the Lord’s Table rather than a rejection. There's always a call to worship rather than a denial.  There’s always a call to confession followed by a declaration of forgiveness. All these remind us that we won't get rid of this God.  This God has hands on us, holds us, never letting go.
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