“Send Me”    
a sermon preached by the Rev. Scott Dalgarno on May 26, 2024 

based on Isaiah 6:1-8
Here is a true, first person story, from an anonymous middle-aged woman.  It’s a  confessional.  I will be reading her own words ...

AS A YOUNG WOMAN, I FELL IN LOVE with a married man ten years older than I. Steve was intelligent, successful, worldly, strong, and many other things I was not, but wanted to be. To my great surprise, Steve fell in love with me, too. We had a brief, affair —
At one point, Steve told me his wife had sensed something was different between them, and he’d almost told her about me. I was startled. I had never thought of myself as a threat to their marriage. “I wish I could give you everything,” he told me once, and I cried to think that he loved me that much, but I had never envisioned a life with him.
A few weeks later, I felt a change in Steve. He became distant and started treating me like his mistress. I knew immediately what was going on: He had been considering leaving his wife for me, and now that he’d decided not to break up his marriage, he didn’t want me to settle for a relationship confined to secret meetings and telephone calls. So, out of kindness, he’d begun to act as if he didn’t care for me.

I didn’t let go so easily, however. I hung on as the relationship deteriorated. Finally, I moved thousands of miles away to keep from seeing him. But I never stopped loving him. Even after getting married, I still thought of Steve and missed him. I’d wonder how he was, and how it would be if we saw each other again.
Recently, I came to a realization: I’ve been lying to myself all these years. The truth is, Steve stopped acting like he loved me because he stopped loving me.

This woman confesses to having had a blind spot; a pretty common one, forbidden love being the drug that it is.  This was a blind spot that came out of self-delusion; a blind spot she eventually outgrew.  Not everyone does.  
Well, we all have blind spots and delusions of one sort or another.  Isaiah the prophet had one, too.  He admits to it in this morning’s text.  
Isaiah was a very respected religious leader. A priest in the holy temple built by Solomon, he had all the luxuries a member of the elite of his day could enjoy, including a royal apartment in Jerusalem, courtesy of King Uzziah. At the time there was no separation between church and state.  None.  
King Uzziah was something of a Franklin Roosevelt — long ruling, lots of charisma, much beloved. His times were good times.  It seemed like they’d go on forever, kind of like the economy in the 1990s before the dot-com bust. 

Then suddenly, the king just died. King Uzziah died and his death created a sea of anxiety in Isaiah the priest. A vacuum was created within him and fear came to fill the space as it often does when what we count on just vanishes. "What will become of me," he must have wondered? 

What is interesting is what occurs to Isaiah when his world comes crashing down.  Look carefully at the text here and you will see that though Isaiah is crushed by the loss of his benefactor, the king, Isaiah, in that terrifying vacuum, finds out who the REAL ruler of the Universe is — 
He puts it this way: "In the year King Uzziah died,  I SAW THE LORD.” 

Isaiah had a God-sized blind spot when it came to the foundation his life was built upon, and he was just finding that out.  His self-delusion about the future had crumbled.
When all the false underpinnings of life fall away and we go into free-fall what happens to us? We can wither; we sometimes collapse irrecoverably, OR, we can find surer footing or, at least different footing.  And then the world will look different to us.  Forever.  

I remember a dear friend; I’ll call her Susan. She and I got together for a walk at Rockaway beach several summers ago. I remember Susan to have been highly introverted. Terminally shy. I always knew she had gifts, but she seldom used them. She hung back with her even shyer husband, John.
But John had died three years before and since his death Susan had come out of her shell. She was now singing in public, something she hadn’t done in years — even soloing." 
I was amazed. "What happened," I wanted to know? "Well, said Susan, "when what you fear the most happens, what is there left to fear? After John’s death I found out I could face anything.” 

All of this is preamble to the following words of Fr. Richard Rohr about faith. "Faith," says Fr. Rohr, "is finally to stand in nothingness, with nothing to prove, and nothing to protect." 

That, may be as good a definition of faith I have ever heard ! And it may also be the most Biblical. It does perfect justice to Isaiah chapter six.

Isaiah lost what he thought was his safety net, but it was never a true safety net in the first place.  Power flows by nature, and economies are sometimes built on sand.  
Isaiah’s delusion about the future never changing, served a purpose.  It was better than its opposite, unmitigated worry.  
Anxiety takes a terrible toll on people. We know this. But how about numbing optimism? -- the kind Isaiah confessed to?  I doubt there are any longitudinal studies on that. 

Hope is a beautiful thing.  We can’t really function properly without it.  However if it’s just wishful thinking, it serves us badly.  It’s just a poor prop.  
The wonderful young Swedish climate change activist, Greta Thunberg, once proclaimed: “I don’t want your hope. I don’t want you to be hopeful. 
I want you to panic . . . and act as if the house is on fire. Because it is.”
Hope can get in the way of what the world needs most.  

Jane Goodall, in her book, The Book of Hope: A Survival Guide for Trying Times, offers four reasons for hope: the amazing human intellect, the resilience of nature, the power of youth, and the indomitable human spirit.
She still believes that it is not “too late to do something to put things right” and that “we still have a window of time during which we can start healing the harm we have inflicted on the planet.”

“[B]ut that window is closing,” she adds, and soon it will be “too late.” 
It’s been 16 years now since the great economic downturn. Thousands of people lost jobs, or they lost 40% to 70% of their retirement income. It was a time of great stress.  But the flip side was that an upheaval as profound as that helped some people find deeper, more reliable, sources of  peace.  
Some people found that peace was never available in their 401ks in the first place.  It had to come from somewhere else.  Somewhere where neither thief could steal nor moth devour, as Jesus once put it.  

Nearly 700 years ago in Germany, there lived a man named Meister Eckhart.  Eckhart was a mystic.  He was so wise that during his lifetime it was said of Eckhart that he was someone “from whom God hid nothing.”  

He was one of the greatest preachers of his or of any day. In his writings you can find what some have called a spirituality of subtraction. Let me illustrate it in reference to a sermon in which he recommends to us an inner poverty. 
We know what outward poverty is — houselessness and hunger. Inner poverty is an emptiness like Christ’s, or Isaiah’s, or my friend Susan's; 
a poverty that God seems to relish making something of.

"To be empty of everything is to be full of God," says Eckhart. The ultimate experience of letting go in life is to let be. To live properly one needs to come to accommodation with things, and creatures, and events. Once one understands them, not for their usefulness, but for what they are intrinsically, one can let them be; and one can find a certain happiness. 
One no longer thinks of things and people and events purely in relation to one’s self. One learns to reverence them for their own sake.  

It’s what Jesus was after in his sermon on the plain when he said, “Blessed are the poor for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.” 

"In the year King Uzziah died, I saw the LORD," said Isaiah.

   "In the year my husband died . . . said Susan.

          "In the year they downsized me . . . 

 
    In the year I gave up my dream to . . .

"In the year they gave me my not-so-golden parachute … I saw the Lord.

Well, honestly, it’s not at all easy. Of course not.  Such times are just awful but that doesn’t mean they can’t transform us.  

Annie Johnson Flint writes about those times in life when something bears down on us like a recession, or a serious illness, or a sudden loss which creates in our lives a point of demarcation between yesterday and today that one we cannot ignore.
She calls these, our "Red Sea" places.  Remember Moses and the Red Sea? The waters part, Moses and his people go forward and behind them comes Pharaoh and his chariots. She writes about it this way:

Have you come to the Red Sea place in your life

Where, in spite of all you can do,

There is no way out, there is no way back,

There is no other way but through?

Pema Chodron has spoken of this in her book, When Things Fall Apart.  I’ve quoted this once before.  I’m repeating it because I have yet to find anything else to equal it in making this point.  
The very first noble truth of the Buddha points out that suffering is inevitable for human beings.  As long as we believe that things last – that they don’t disintegrate, that they can be counted on to satisfy our hunger for security.  From this point of view, the only time we ever know what’s really going on is when the rug’s been pulled out and we can’t find anywhere to land.  We use these situations either to wake ourselves up or to put ourselves to sleep. 

I remember so vividly a day in early spring when my whole reality gave out on me. Although it was before I had heard any Buddhist teachings, it was what some would call a genuine spiritual experience. It happened when my husband told me something terrible. We lived in northern New Mexico. I was standing in front of our adobe house drinking a cup of tea. 
I heard the car drive up and the door bang shut. Then he walked around the corner, and without warning he told me that he was having an affair and he wanted a divorce.

I remember the sky and how huge it was. I remember the sound of the river and the steam rising up from my tea. There was no time, no thought, there was nothing—just the light and a profound, limitless stillness. Then I regrouped and picked up a stone and threw it at him . . . 

The truth is that he saved my life. When that marriage fell apart, I tried hard—very, very hard—to go back to some kind of comfort, some kind of security, some kind of familiar resting place. Fortunately for me, I could never pull it off. 
Instinctively I knew that annihilation of my old dependent, clinging self was the only way to go. That's when I pinned that sign up on my wall:  “Life is a good teacher and a good friend.

Life is a good teacher and a good friend. Things are always in transition, if we could only realize it. But, as I said at the outset, we all have our blind spots.

Nothing ever sums itself up in the way that we like to dream about. The off-center, in-between state (The Red Sea place) is an ideal situation, a situation in which we find we can’t stay put forever.

It’s the place we find, if we are lucky, that we can open our hearts and minds beyond limit. It's a very tender, non-aggressive, open-ended state of mind.

To stay with that shakiness--to stay with a broken heart, with a rumbling stomach, with the feeling of hopelessness and wanting to get revenge -- that can be the path of true awakening. 
Sticking with that uncertainty, getting the knack of relaxation in the midst of chaos, learning not to panic--this is the spiritual path. 

In the year King Uzziah died and everything fell apart . . . God became real for Isaiah for the first time.  And the same can be true for every one of us.  
Are you maybe at a Red Sea place in your life?  Might you find yourself being pulled by some magnet we might call God toward a new future?  A new life?  A different level of meaning and purpose than you have known before?  

Might life have dropped a question on your plate – a question that asks you if you will be willing, now, or soon, maybe, to step forward and accept a call of some sort you may have put off for a pretty long time?  

Isaiah said, “Send me,” but who knows how long he said, “Send someone else” before he final gave in ... to God – to his true self ?       
The good news and the bad news is this:  “To be empty of everything is to be full of God.”  

Amen
