
Listen to your life 
 

     In 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. Seraphs 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. And one called to 

another and said: 

“Holy, holy, holy is the LORD of hosts; 

     the whole earth is full of his 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!” 

          Isaiah 6: 1-8      

      

Let me begin with something of a disclaimer.  After taking a moment to notice a couple 

things about this text, I want to share the words of some other people, particularly Marilynne 

Robinson, Annie Dillard, and Frederick Buechner.  A kind of variations on the theme that 

Isaiah’s vision presents.   

Did you notice in that vision that the hymn the seraphs call to each other is the 

response we often sing in our communion liturgy?   
 

Holy, holy, holy is the Lord of hosts;  

     the whole earth is full of [God’s] glory.   
 

I’d like to think about what that hymn says.  But first, let me just point out that the 

Hebrew language has no superlative like English.  We say “good, better, and the superlative, 

best;” or “big, bigger, biggest.”  Instead of separate words or suffixes to indicate degree, 

Hebrew uses repetition of the same word.  So, when the heavenly choir chants, or when we 

sing, “Holy, holy, holy,” we are ascribing the ultimate degree of holiness to God.   

And yet, in the middle of this vision—with God seated on a throne in a heavenly temple 

that is filled with noise and smoke and trembling and strange, six-winged beings hovering 

around and singing like the Mormon Tabernacle Choir—in the middle of all this other-worldly 

splendor and terror, where does the prophet place the glory of God?  “The whole earth,” he 

says, “the whole earth is full of your glory.” 

Not only is this a holiness that cannot be contained in some heavenly realm, but God 

also chooses to encompass and saturate the whole created realm with divine glory.  So that, in 

spite of all indications to the contrary, the full presence of God, the holiness and glory of God, 

is not something that exists just in some other-worldly, separate realm, but is all around us, and 

within our grasp.  Or maybe, it is so close that it grasps us. 

 In Marilynne Robinson’s novel Gilead, the narrator, John Ames, a 77-year old 

Congregational pastor in the fictional town of Gilead, Iowa, recalls an early morning walk.   

 He says, “As I was walking up to the church this morning, I passed that row of big oaks 

by the war memorial . . . when they were dropping their acorns thick as hail almost.  There was 



all sorts of thrashing in the leaves and there were acorns hitting the pavement so hard they’d fly 

past my head.  All this in the dark, of course.  I remember a slice of moon, no more than that.  

It was a very clear . . . morning, very still, and then there was such energy in the things 

transpiring among those trees, like a storm, like travail.  I stood there a little out of range, and I 

thought, It is all still new to me.  I have lived my life on the prairie and a line of oak trees can 

still astonish me.”  (Gilead, 56-57) 

 John Ames is keenly aware of how the glory of God permeates the created world in a 

kind of kinetic energy, and because of that, he can even imagine that not everything of this 

redeemed world will pass away at the end of time, or in our death; that some parts of this 

world, some vestige of this sacred life will be held in memory for eternity. 

 Annie Dillard, on the other hand, takes a considerably more foreboding stance.  She 

suggests that there is nothing cozy about being in the presence of divine holiness and glory, not 

in Isaiah’s vision, and not in our weekly encounter with God in worship.  Her take on things is 

probably closer to what Isaiah was trying to convey in his account of this vision.   

 In an essay that is often quoted, she writes: “On the whole, I do not find Christians, 

outside of the catacombs, sufficiently sensible of conditions.  Does anyone have the foggiest 

idea of what sort of power we so blithely invoke?  Or, as I suspect, does no one believe a word 

of it?  The churches are children playing on the floor with their chemistry sets, mixing up a 

batch of TNT to kill a Sunday morning.  It is madness to wear ladies’ straw hats and velvet hats 

to church; we should all be wearing crash helmets.  Ushers should lash us to our pews.  For the 

sleeping god may wake someday and take offense, or the waking god may draw us out to where 

we can never return.” (“An Expedition to the Pole,” in The Annie Dillard Reader, 38) 

There is something sobering in that impression of God’s holiness as a dangerous 

presence, something that cautions us against all our attempts to domesticate God, to coopt 

God for our personal use and satisfaction.  But later in that same essay, Annie Dillard suggests 

that we are able to survive this encounter with holiness not only because of God’s mercy, but 

often because of God’s good humor.  The God who is ultimate holiness and who knows how 

to put on quite a show when it comes to worship—with glorious music, dramatic gestures, and 

evocative environment—this holy God sees our pathetic and inadequate attempts at glorious 

worship or to live holy lives, and God humors us with kindness and grace.  While she was 

writing the essay I quoted from, she was also attending a small rural church.   
She writes: “It is the second Sunday in Advent.  For a year I have been attending Mass at 

the Catholic church.  Every Sunday for a year I have run away from home and joined the circus 

as a dancing bear.  We dancing bears have dressed ourselves in buttoned clothes; we mince 

around the rings on two feet.  Today we were restless; we kept dropping onto our forepaws.” 

And she describes a less-than-glorious worship experience: 

“No one, least of all the organist, could find the opening hymn.  Then no one knew it.  

Then no one could sing anyway. 

“There was no sermon, only announcements. 

“The priest proudly introduced the rascally acolyte who was going to light the two 

Advent candles.  As we all could plainly see, the rascally acolyte had already lighted them. 

“During the long intercessory prayer, the priest always reads ‘intentions’ from the 

parishioners.  These are slips of paper, dropped into a box before the service begins, on which 

people have written their private concerns, requesting our public prayers.  The priest reads 

them, one by one, and we respond on cue.  ‘For a baby delivered on November twentieth,’ the 

priest intoned, ‘we pray to the Lord.’  We all responded, ‘Lord, hear our prayer.’  Suddenly the 



priest broke in and confided to our bowed heads, ‘That’s the baby we’ve been praying for the 

last two months!  The woman just kept getting more and more pregnant!’  How often, how 

shockingly often, have I exhausted myself in church from the effort to keep from laughing out 

loud?  I often laugh all the way home.  Then the priest read the next intention:  ‘For my son, 

that he may forgive his father.  We pray to the Lord.’  ‘Lord, hear our prayer,’ we responded, 

chastened.” 

The she observes: “A high school stage play is more polished than this service we have 

been rehearsing since the year one.  In two thousand years, we have not worked out the kinks.  

We positively glorify them.  Week after week we witness the same miracle: that God is so 

mighty he can stifle his own laughter.  Week after week, we witness the same miracle:  that 

God, for reasons unfathomable, refrains from blowing our dancing bear act to smithereens.  

Week after week, Christ washes the disciples’ dirty feet, handles their very toes, and repeats, It 

is all right—believe it or not—to be people.  Who can believe it?”  (“An Expedition to the Pole,” in 

The Annie Dillard Reader, 22-23) 

Frederick Buechner, takes a somewhat middle ground between the sublime and the 

ridiculous, the familiar and the fearful.   In just about every one of his sermons, essays, memoirs, 

and even in his fiction, he reminds us that our experience of God is seldom the result of a 

closely reasoned, rational argument, and hardly ever the product of some other-worldly 

ecstatic vision.  Our awareness of God’s activity in the world, he says, more often than not 

begins with a lump in the throat, or an unexpected tear in the eye that calls our attention to a 

presence that, in the worst of times as well as in the best of times, makes known to us a 

powerful and sometimes frightening force—a force of love that knows no bounds, and that 

defies all our attempts to contain it, domesticate it, or exploit it for our own benefit.   

He writes: “If God speaks anywhere, it is into our personal lives that he speaks.  

Someone we love dies, say.  Some unforeseen act of kindness or cruelty touches the heart or 

makes the blood run cold.  We fail a friend, or a friend fails us, and we are appalled at the 

capacity we all of us have for estranging the very people in our lives we need the most.  Or 

maybe nothing extraordinary happens at all—just one day following another, helter-skelter, in 

the manner of days.  We sleep and dream.  We wake.  We work.  We remember and forget.  

We have fun and are depressed.  And into the thick of it, or out of the thick of it, at moments 

of even the most humdrum of our days, God speaks.   

“He speaks not just through the sounds we hear, of course, but through events in all 

their complexity and variety, through the harmonies and disharmonies and counterpoint of all 

that happens.   

“To try to express in even the most insightful and theologically sophisticated terms the 

meaning of what God speaks through the events of our lives is as precarious a business as to 

try to express the meaning of the sound of rain on the roof or the spectacle of the setting sun.  

But I choose to believe that he speaks nonetheless, and the reason that his words are 

impossible to capture in human language is of course that they are ultimately always incarnate 

words.  They are words fleshed out in the everyday-ness no less in the crises of our own 

experience.”  (The Sacred Journey, 1-4) 

On this Sunday when we celebrate this rather complex concept, this elusive mystery of 

the triune nature of the one God, it is important to remember that the Trinity is less about 

God the mathematical marvel—both three and one—and more about God’s resolve to bridge 

the abyss that separates us from God and to reveal something of God’s holiness and glory in 

this world in ways that even our finite, limited minds can comprehend. To reveal God’s self and 



God’s purpose in the world in such a compelling way that it moves us to respond, to want to 

get caught up in it, to be a part of it, to say with Isaiah, “Here am I, send me.” 

So, a final word from Frederick Buechner, from one of his memoirs. 

“If I were called upon to state in a few words the essence of everything I was trying to 

say both as a novelist and as a preacher, it would be something like this:  Listen to your life.  

See it for the fathomless mystery that it is. In the boredom and pain of it no less than in the 

excitement and gladness; touch, taste, smell your way to the holy and hidden heart of it because 

in the last analysis all moments are key moments, and life itself is grace.”  (Now and Then, 87)  

May it be so. 
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