Homily – 5th Sunday in Ord. Time (C)
Is. 6: 1-8;  1 Cor. 15: 1-11  & Lk. 5: 1-11
Opening Hymn: 	Dear Lord and Father of Mankind... (Repton)
There are a number of themes, I think, which link the three readings we have just heard in our liturgy this morning. Now you might think – especially given that until recently I was Vocations Co-ordinator at Ampleforth – I would go for the obvious one, the theme of “calling”, of “vocation” – Isaiah’s call to his prophetic ministry, Peter’s call to apostleship and mission. Crucial though that theme is – and aware as I am that I might be missing a God-given opportunity to speak on it – that is not what strikes me most deeply about the scriptures this morning.
 Rather, what hit me as I was preparing this morning’s homily is that all three principal figures – Isaiah, Paul and Peter – share a common experience, that of the encounter with God. Indeed, I think one could push it further and say that they do not just encounter God, but are, as it were, utterly “overwhelmed by God”. Let me try to explain what I mean.
In our gospel this morning, Jesus “happens upon” Simon Peter almost, as it were, by accident. The crowd by the lakeside is huge and pressing round him, so he jumps into Simon’s boat, gets him to move out a little into the lake and starts teaching. Assumedly, Peter just carried on mending his nets, perhaps listening with half an ear, perhaps feeling rather proud that this “celebrity” has chosen his vessel as his pulpit. And then the real encounter begins. Jesus tells Peter to “put out into deep water” – although Peter can have had no inkling at the time just how deep it was going to be – and let out the nets. Somewhat half-heartedly, Peter protests – he’s been up all night already, it wasn’t worth it since they caught nothing, so what’s the point of trying again. Yet he does what he is asked, and then comes the miraculous draught of fish, with two boats filled to sinking point. And it is at this point Peter is overwhelmed. He falls at Jesus’ feet and says: “Leave me, Lord; I am a sinful man”. The catch is so huge and unexpected, and Jesus’ fame as a wonder-worker already so widespread that suddenly Peter realises that something truly incredible has happened, and that he is “in too deep”. Yet gently, Jesus welcomes him and his friends to his “team” with that little joke about catching men and not fish.
And we see something similar with Isaiah. Strangely, that great “call narrative” does not come from the beginning of Isaiah’s text, but from Chapter 6. It is possible that Isaiah had been exercising a prophetic ministry for some time when – suddenly – this vision came to him in the year King Uzziah died, probably 740 BC, and possibly in the Jerusalem Temple itself. The vision is overpowering – the Temple filled with smoke and shaken by a voice like an earthquake, the seraphim proclaiming the Lord’s glory and holiness. And Isaiah immediately comes to the same conclusion as Peter – that he is a sinner, unworthy to look upon God, unworthy to speak in his name. And at that, his lips are purified by the angel, his sin removed, and he volunteers for the new commission the Lord gives.
And we know Paul’s story too, that story of the road to Damascus which he alludes to as he teaches the Corinthians. Paul, the great persecutor of the early Church, encounters Christ in light and voice on the road, and is left blinded. In three days of darkness, he slowly comes to his senses until his sight is restored by Ananias in the name of the Lord. And he is never the same again. And if he is not explicit about being struck by his sinfulness at the time, he is clearly aware of it – it was as though I was born when no one expected it... I hardly deserve the name of Apostle.
All three are overwhelmed by God. All three are shocked into a new realisation of who they are through this divine encounter. All three are transformed – coming to a new sense of self, coming to a new ministry. And yet there is a certain “gentleness” in these stories, I think. When Isaiah fully realises his unworthiness, God stretches out his hand and heals his sin through the angel’s touch. When Paul is faced with the horrifying truth that he is “persecuting Jesus” there is no condemnation, no threat. Instead he is told to go to the city and wait – and after three days comes healing and baptism. And when Peter confesses his sinfulness to the Lord, Jesus does not say: ‘That doesn’t matter’, or ‘Once you are holy I want you to follow me’. He simply says: ‘Do not be afraid’. Peter, like Paul, like Isaiah, is completely correct in his intuition of his own unworthiness. And Jesus simply says: ‘Do not be afraid’.
By now, you might be wondering where this is leading. It’s all very well talking about being “overwhelmed by God” – but I suspect that no one in this chapel this morning would claim to have shared this experience of “being overwhelmed”, this experience of Isaiah and Paul and Peter, as clearly as they did. I certainly couldn’t[footnoteRef:1]. And perhaps that might lead us to feel a little disappointed, a little downcast, a little as if such things are only for “special people”, not for the likes of you and me. And yet, I think that would be to miss the point. [1:   I got into some trouble with Br Jarek about this! What I was trying to suggest is that “Road to Damascus” experiences are very rare – and they come when God wants. What I didn’t mean was that God does not touch our individual lives – he does, and more often than we think. Hence the references to the Liturgy.] 

I mentioned the “gentleness” of these stories a few moments ago – and perhaps that is where we come in. God is gentle with us in most of our encounters with him, quiet, unassuming, undramatic – in the ‘still small voice’ – and yet our encounters with him are just as real. Just think for a moment of what we are doing together here this morning. In a few moments time, we will stand and profess our faith – that faith which Paul outlines to the Corinthians in that primitive creed. And listen again to what he says: ‘what matters is that I preach what they preach, and this is what you all believed’. The fruit of Paul’s illumination is the same faith we profess, the fruit of his encounter is the same faith we share. We stand in that direct line of faithful believers – Peter, the Twelve, the five hundred, James and Paul – unbroken in our belief in Christ, crucified, died and risen.
And a few moments after our profession we will sing the ‘Sanctus’ – the great seraphic ‘Trishagion’ of Isaiah’s vision. When the Church Fathers included that in the liturgy for the first time in the 4th century, it was because they intuited very deeply that – during our great prayer of thanksgiving – Earth is indeed joined to Heaven, and our earthly choir here really does echo that song of the angels: Holy, Holy, Holy, Lord God of Hosts. We are most truly in the presence of God, in his sanctuary, even if – in his gentleness – he veils that glory to spare our feeble eyes.
And last and greatest, when we approach the altar for communion, we hold in our hands the very Body of Christ. In a recent homily, Pope Francis drew attention to the figure of Simeon in Luke’s Gospel – that old man who “took Jesus in his arms and gave thanks to God” (Lk. 2:28) at the Presentation in the Temple. With Simeon, we encounter the Lord in all his vulnerability. With Simeon, we take him in our arms, cradle him in our hands and give thanks to God for the life he gives us through this encounter – through this gentle meeting – not of thunder and earthquake, of blinding light and thousands of fish, but in bread and wine, Body and Blood.
So then, let us, like Peter, not be afraid. The Lord comes to us today, not to purge our lips with fire, but to smear them with his Blood. He comes today not to dazzle us but to illuminate us, tuning our eyes to the vision of his glory. And if we are to be overwhelmed by anything today, let it be by his love for us – so that confident in that love, we may go out and bear fruit, fruit that will last. Amen.
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