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A Touch of the Divine: To Be Transformed by God

Isaiah 6:1-8

What is it about us that wants to tame anything that seems too extraordinary, to explain anything that seems too filled with mystery, to distance ourselves from anything that seems too other?


Richard Rohr, who founded the Center for Action and Contemplation in Albuquerque, New Mexico, recalls a time in his life when he wanted to do just that. He couldn’t tolerate any ambiguity. He wanted answers and explanations.

And he wasn’t alone. He notes that “many religious folks insist on answers that are always true. We love closure, resolution, and clarity, while thinking that we are people of ‘faith.’”


But Rohr’s journey of faith—his belief in and experience of a loving and endlessly creative God—has led him to trust in mystery. He recognizes that this belief may sound almost pagan to some religious believers.


He explains: “I’ve had the good fortune of teaching and preaching across much of the globe, while also struggling to make sense of my experience in my own tiny world. This life journey has led me to love mystery and not feel the need to change it or make it un-mysterious. This has put me at odds with many other believers I know who seem to need explanations for everything.”
Rohr says by spending time alone with God he has learned to “surrender to ambivalence, to happy contradictions, and seeming inconsistencies” in himself and almost everything else. And because he’s counseled too many prisoners, worked with too many failed marriages, faced his own dilemmas too many times, and been loved gratuitously after too many failures, he’s given up his belief that we live in a quid pro quo universe.
Over the course of his life, he’s learned that whenever he thinks there’s a perfect pattern, further reading and study reveal an exception. Whenever he wants to say “only” or “always,” someone or something proves him wrong.
And what does Rohr make of all this? He’s come to believe that people “who have really met the Holy are always humble. It’s the people who don’t know who usually pretend that they do. People who’ve had any genuine spiritual experience always know they don’t know. They are utterly humbled before mystery. They are in awe before the abyss of it all, in wonder at eternity and depth, and a Love, which is incomprehensible to the mind. It is a litmus test for authentic God experience, and is — quite sadly — absent from much of our religious conversation today.”

Much the same could have been said about the religious conversation that was taking place in Judah at the time of the prophet Isaiah.  

It was a time of power and prosperity for Judah. The nation extended its borders and was at peace with Israel, its neighbor to the north. Together the two nations controlled the lucrative trade routes that crisscrossed their regions.

The people had come to assume that religious observance—even at a shallow level—would ensure God’s favor and protection and allow them to continue to enjoy material wealth. At the same time they accepted patterns of social injustice, corruption, and financial inequities.

But a time of dramatic transformation is about to dawn for Judah. Uzziah, one of Judah’s last truly powerful kings, dies after more than forty years on the throne. Assyria emerges as a new political force. Within a decade Judah will be stripped of its territories and fall under the rule of Assyria. In addition to losing political power and prosperity, Judah will lose its religious independence and be forced to accept Assyrian gods into the temple at Jerusalem.
It’s in this context that Isaiah receives a vision. A vision filled with mystery. A vision that’s anything but ordinary. A vision defined by otherness.
In the vision Isaiah experiences God as exalted, powerful, and holy. The Lord is so magnificent that the hem of God’s robe fills the temple. Unearthly creatures serve in God’s heavenly court. The scale, power, and strangeness of the setting dwarf Isaiah.

But instead of trying to tame, explain, or distance the vision, Isaiah opens himself to it. He bares his own inadequacy. He confesses that he has unclean lips.

This confession may seem tame to us. It seems almost inconsequential when compared to acts of violence or oppression. But as one commentator notes, “in the long run, false words are as destructive as anything in our arsenal of evil. For we human beings are communicating creatures; if we corrupt our major means of communication, we destroy a key element of our humanness.”

Having experienced the holiness of God, Isaiah must have wondered how often he’d spoken all too casually of God, how often he’d spoken wrongly of those around him, how often he’d spoken deceptive words that damaged others.


Isaiah not only confesses his condition, but he also opens himself to God’s transformation. His story reminds us, as one scholar puts it, that “God encounters human beings not to condemn and terrify but rather to transform and call.” 
The author Annie Dillard has written about what it means for us to be exposed before God. For her, God’s call is revealed as much in our weakness as in our strength. It involves God’s ability and willingness to transform us.

But Dillard also believes that we’re often oblivious to the impact of God’s holiness. In her book Teaching a Stone to Talk, she writes: “On the whole, I do not find Christians, outside of the catacombs, sufficiently sensible of conditions. Does anyone have the foggiest idea 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 issue life preservers and signal flares; they 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.”

God may draw us out to where we can never return.

Maybe that’s what frightens us most. Maybe that’s the real reason we want to tame, explain, distance ourselves from the holy. Maybe we’re afraid that the transformation God offers will then result in our being called to serve in ways that seem beyond us.
We, like Isaiah, know our own limitations all too well. The question is whether we’re willing to open ourselves to God’s transformation. Whether we’re willing to surrender ourselves to the mystery and otherness of the divine. Whether we’re willing to respond to God’s call to do something extraordinary—even when we feel so ordinary.

In 1997, Jody Williams shared the Nobel Peace Prize with the International Campaign to Ban Landmines—an initiative she founded and coordinated.

At the core of Williams’ work—which also has included building awareness about U.S. policy toward Central America and doing humanitarian work for people in El Salvador, Honduras, and Nicaragua—is a belief that it’s possible for ordinary people to achieve extraordinary things. For Williams, the difference between an “ordinary” and an “extraordinary” person isn’t the title a person might have, but what that person does to make the world a better place for everyone. 

When Williams was approached with the idea of trying to create a landmine campaign, she was one of only three people in a small office in Washington, D.C., in late 1991. She had ideas about how to begin a campaign, but what if nobody cared? What if nobody responded? But she knew the only way to answer those questions was to accept the challenge.

Williams acknowledges that if she has any power as an individual, it’s because she works with other individuals around the world. They’re ordinary people—Jemma from Armenia, Paul from Canada, Kosal from Cambodia, Haboubba from Lebanon, Christian from Norway, Diana from Colombia, Margaret from Uganda, and thousands more. Ordinary people who’ve worked together to bring about extraordinary change.
The landmine campaign, according to Williams, isn’t just about landmines. It’s about the power of individuals to work with governments in a different way.
As she’s worked to find that different way, Williams has developed some beliefs. She writes:

I believe in both my right and my responsibility to work to create a world that doesn’t glorify violence and war, but where we seek different solutions to our common problems. I believe that these days, daring to voice your opinion, daring to find out information from a variety of sources, can be an act of courage. 

I know that holding such beliefs and speaking them publicly is not always easy or comfortable or popular—particularly in the post-9/11 world. But I believe that life isn’t a popularity contest. I really don’t care what people say about me—and people have said plenty. For me, it’s about trying to do the right thing—even when nobody else is looking. 

I believe worrying about the problems plaguing our planet without taking steps to confront them is irrelevant. The only thing that changes this world is action. . . .


I believe that words are easy—the truth is told in the actions we take. If enough ordinary people back up our desire for a better world with action, I believe we can, in fact, accomplish extraordinary things.
When we hear God’s call to do something extraordinary, may we—like Isaiah and so many others—open ourselves to God’s transformation and then be willing to allow God to send us. Amen.
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