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Isaiah 6 (NRSV) 
6 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. 2 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. 
3 And one called to another and said: 
“Holy, holy, holy is the Lord of hosts; 
the whole earth is full of his glory.” 
4 The pivots on the thresholds shook at the voices of those who called, and the house filled with 
smoke. 5 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!” 
6 Then one of the seraphs flew to me, holding a live coal that had been taken from the altar with 
a pair of tongs. 7 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.”  
8 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!” 
 
 

Our scripture today—the call of the prophet Isaiah--is no doubt one of the 

“greatest hits” of the Old Testament. As I was making my way through the 

usual commentaries, I was struck by this observation: 

The vocation and visionary experiences of prophets and other servants of God 

would have been very private and individual matters. It is all the more 

remarkable, therefore, to discover that Isaiah’s report of his call has a great 

many features in common with other Old Testament vocation reports. 

Then the commentary goes on to make comparisons with the call of 

Moses, Gideon, Jeremiah and Ezekiel. The details of these calls are 

spectacular, worthy of the greatest masters of special effects in movie making 

today. But I found myself this week wishing for an example of a call that I 
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could identify with. Not Ezekiel’s four creatures with four faces and four 

wings or Isaiah’s angels flying about with hot coals. Who can relate to that? 

So here’s what I found. See if you can guess whose call to ministry this 

is: 

The trainers told us always to try to get our foot in the door and hold it 

there so that the customer couldn’t close it. It was a good theory maybe. What 

the trainers did not tell us was that some women who answered the door 

grabbed the free brush and then slammed the door shut, foot or no foot. 

That summer’s experience selling Fuller brushes taught me a lot about 

myself, about human nature, and about communicating a message to people 

even if I had to talk my way in and out of all kinds of situations. I learned a lot 

about prayer too. I developed a practice of praying about every call as I 

walked up to the door and asking God to give me an opportunity to witness for 

Christ. At times I was somewhat headstrong about this, and not really sensitive 

to the leading of the Holy Spirit. Albert, my supervisor got complaints from 

some of our customers that I was trying to give them a hard sell about Christ 

as much as about Fuller brushes. Albert rightly cautioned me to be more 

discerning. Under his mature spiritual influence, the four of us used to have 

prayer meetings in our rooms at the boarding house, reading the Bible 

together as well. 

“As the summer faded into fall, I kept asking myself, what are you going 

to be when you grow up? The first evangelist I had ever heard, Billy Sunday, 

had been a ball player before he became a preacher. The second one, 
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Mordecai Ham, had been a traveling salesman. I had done both but surely the 

Lord wouldn’t require me to follow in their steps and become a preacher too!” 

Before you guess, let me ground this story with a date and a location. It is 

1936 and this up-and-coming Fuller Brush salesman is working his territory in 

South Carolina. Who is it? You’re absolutely right—Billy Graham. 

Already Billy Graham is demonstrating some of the same characteristics 

we find in the call of Old Testament prophets. He has not set his heart and 

mind on ministry. In fact, quite the opposite. He has no long-term vision for 

where he’s headed, no clue whatsoever. He’s earning a modest living in an 

ordinary way. Moses was herding sheep and goats, you remember. 

The call of Isaiah and of the other prophets of the Bible is always 

grounded in a particular context. For Isaiah it is year 740 before the Common 

Era. That is the year King Uzziah died. Uzziah was a brilliant leader who sat 

on the throne of Judah for 52 years bringing the kingdom to new heights of 

economic prosperity and military power. But somewhere along the way all that 

success went to Uzziah’s head. He challenged the sacred worship of the 

Temple and lost. This particular context will set up the prophetic challenge for 

Isaiah. He will be called to speak the word of the Lord to those who have 

forgotten the distinction between what is human and what is holy. 

What will be the context for Billy Graham’s prophetic ministry? He 

writes about riding with his family in his father’s 1937 green Plymouth to 

enroll in Florida Bible Institute, 15 miles east of Tampa. It’s a country club 

resort with an 18 hole golf course that went broke in 1929. Billy is inspired by 

his professors, falls in love with a girl named Emily who later dumps him for 
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an upper classmen, and he has plenty of opportunities to preach. Here’s how he 

describes one of them:  

In those days, the greatest ministry that God opened up to me was the 

trailer parks. One of them, the largest in the country, was known as Tin Can 

Trailer Park. Two ladies there had gotten the concession to hold religious 

services on Sunday nights, but they had no preacher; they asked me if I would 

come. The crowds ran anywhere from 200 to 1,000. They would take up a 

collection, which I think the ladies kept and used for some worthy project, and 

they would give me $5—a tremendous help to my meager budget. Many people 

responded to my preaching by confessing faith in Christ and being converted. 

My teachers and classmates seemed to affirm that this ministry was good and 

right for me. But did I want to preach for a lifetime? 

Billy Graham was learning to preach, he was being sought out to preach, 

he was hearing from professors and from other students at the Bible institute, 

but he was still listening for God’s voice. Compare that to the sequence of 

events in Isaiah’s story. In his vision he has a glimpse of the holy of holies 

with the Lord seated on the throne. There is worship by the heavenly creatures, 

and it is in the midst of their praise to God that Isaiah senses his own 

unworthiness to speak for God or even to be present near the throne of God. So 

he pours out his heart in confession—another aspect of worship--and he is 

delivered from his guilt when the hot coal touches his lips. But something is 

still missing. Isaiah has not heard from God. 

Back to the story of Billy Graham. I told you earlier that The Florida 

Bible Institute got its start on the site that had been a country club and golf 
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course that folded during the Depression. As Billy wrestled in the evenings 

with what would be his life’s work, he would walk the golf course in the dark. 

Here’s the way he describes it: 

In the moonlight, a soft southern breeze stirred the Spanish moss that 

draped the trees on the golf course. I never felt so alone in my life—or so close 

to God. I walked through the late-night hours struggling with the Holy Spirit 

over the call of God to be a minister. That was the last thing I wanted to be, 

and I had used all kinds of rationalizations to convince God to let me do 

something else. 

The irresistible urge would not subside. Finally, one night, I got down on 

my knees at the edge of one of the greens. Then I prostrated myself on the dewy 

turf. ‘O God,’ I sobbed, ‘if you want me to serve you, I will.’ 

The moonlight, the moss, the breeze, the green, the golf course—all the 

surroundings stayed the same. No sign in the heavens. No voice from above. 

But in my spirit I knew I had been called to the ministry. And I knew my 

answer was yes. 

The details vary from one story to the next, but the common denominator 

is this: there is no way to truly know God without being changed by God. We 

are called to serve, to witness, and to bless others. The call may come at the 

beginning of our faith journey or much later. And it may come to a community 

of faith. For the past two weeks, in various conversations, our leaders have 

been discerning God’s call regarding Common Ground Recovery Ministries. 

You know that this program has been in transition for a while. We partnered 

with Catholic Charities for 18 months but they have decided it is no longer a 
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good fit for them. As our leaders talked about various options, we heard from a 

woman named Stacy who is a client in Common Ground. She told us how God 

had worked through our ministry to turn her life around. I believe God spoke 

through Stacy to call our leaders to a new commitment to come alongside men 

and women and families struggling with the hard work of recovery. And we 

are so blessed that God also called Margaret Scales to lead Common Ground 

during this interim period. 

Even though the story of Isaiah’s call begins with a spectacular vision 

and some stunning special effects, the conclusion meets us right where we are. 

Anyone who’s been to church camp or a women’s retreat or a regional 

construction project for men--anyone who has picked up the phone to discover 

a member of the Nominating Committee on the line--can identify with the end 

of Isaiah’s vision. We have waited alongside Isaiah throughout this passage of 

scripture for God to speak. But notice that when it finally happens, God 

doesn’t speak directly to Isaiah. It’s as if Isaiah is listening in as God asks the 

heavenly court for advice: “Whom shall I send? Who will go for us?” 

The prophet steps forward without hesitation. Isaiah knows he was born 

for this moment. 

“Here am I; send me.’’ 


