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Woe is Me
Listen to how three different men respond to their experience of the almighty.

First:  “Woe is me, for I am lost; for I am a man of unclean lips and I live in the midst of a people of unclean lips’ for my eyes have seen the King, the Lord of hosts!”

Second:  “Last of all, as to one untimely born, he also appeared to me.  For I am the least of the apostles, unfit to be called an apostle, because I persecuted the church of God.”

Third:  “(Simon Peter)… fell down at Jesus’ knees saying, ‘Depart from me, for I am a sinful man, O Lord.”

There’s nothing mysterious about these reactions.  When faced with God, our brokenness and deficiencies are glaring.  Moses tells God he can’t be the one to negotiate on behalf of the people with Pharaoh because he’s no good at talking.  Jeremiah tells God he can’t be a prophet because he’s just a boy.  Job rails at God for 41 chapters about his undeserved suffering, demanding that God come to him and answer why this is happening, but when God finally does come to him, and Job sees God, face-to-face, it’s suddenly different.  Job tells God “I had heard of thee by the hearing of the ear, but now my eye sees thee; therefore I despise myself and repent in dust and ashes.”

Our sense of our own limitations, our glaring inadequacies, don’t only arise when we’re facing God.  All of us, I suspect, have had the experience of facing something that that seems more than we can imagine doing or more than we can bear.  All we can see or feel at these moments is our weakness, our limitations.

Someone we love dies, and we understand in a deeper, stronger way how great our love was, how significant this person was to us.  It feels as though we can’t go on.  There’s too much to do, and there’s too little of us left to do it.  Facing the world without this person seems pointless.

Perhaps it’s not personal.  It could be work related – being unexpectedly laid off – or even planned, a retirement.  Suddenly we understand how important and sustaining the status and structure of our job was for us.  It is easy to feel lost, adrift – we have all kinds of time now, but to do what...?

It doesn’t even have to involve losing a job –  getting a new job or a promotion can feel hard, overwhelming.  I can still remember my first Sunday at the Cathedral, after being the Episcopal Chaplain at B.U. for eleven years.  That first Sunday I discovered there were more people involved in the service – acolytes, vergers, sub-deacons, lectors, chalicers – there were more of these people than the number of people in the entire congregation at a typical worship service on Sunday evening at B.U.  Standing in the pulpit to preach, the closest person to me in the Cathedral congregation was farther from me than the farthest person had been in the small chapel at B.U.  
I felt utterly lost.  I thought, “I can’t do this.”

All of us can probably remember a moment like this, when we have felt the deep, shuddering sense of, “I can’t do this.”  Even Jesus had this experience – in Gethsemane he tells his friends “my soul is very sorrowful, even unto death; remain here and watch with me.”  And going a little father he fell on his face and prayed “My father, if it be possible, let this cup pass from me.” 
In other words, I can’t do this.

The reasons for feeling this may vary:  we may feel too inexperienced, too young, or we may feel too old!  We may feel weary, “I’m too tired”.  We or may just feel like “I don’t have enough faith.  I’m not like those other people I see in church, who are really connected, not like me.  I’m not really sure what I believe.”
Whatever the reason, I think we’ve all had these moments of deep doubt, utter inadequacy for the task that lies ahead.  Sometimes these moments are just moments and they pass, we regain our composure and move ahead.  Jesus concluded his prayer in Gethsemane by saying “…nevertheless, not as I will, but as thou wilt.”

But sometimes they aren’t simply moments – fleeting occasions of self-doubt – but they are far more enduring, far more overwhelming.  And when that happens we’re there with Peter, Job, Paul. We’re there with Isaiah, “Woe is me, I am a man of unclean lips, and I dwell amidst a people of unclean lips.”  This is an overwhelming situation and it’s not going to work.
In that instance something happened to Isaiah that I don’t ever expect to happen to me – an angel purified him – taking a burning coal from the altar, flying over and touching his lips, saying “Behold, you guilt is taken away.  Your sin is forgiven.”  And then when he heard God ask, “Whom shall I send, who will go for us?” Isaiah responds, right away, “Here am I! Send me!”  The transformation is instantaneous and miraculous.

Some people here may have had the experience of sudden transformation, probably not as vividly as Isaiah did, with a flying angel and a burning coal, but maybe a sudden feeling of reassurance, of realizing inner strength.  These things are not unknown.

But for me those times in my life when I’ve felt changed or transformed it’s been much more gradual, much less clear, far more murky than what Isaiah experienced.
I am aware that the seraphim’s words to Isaiah, that his sins were forgiven, are the core message of Christianity – Jesus’ death and resurrection mean our guilt is taken away, our sins are forgiven – and in case we forget that, we are reminded whenever we say the confession in church and the priest or bishop pronounces absolution.  “Almighty God have mercy on you, forgive you all your sins.  Through our Lord Jesus Christ, strengthen you in all goodness, and by the power of the Holy Spirit keep you in eternal life.”

How many times have I heard that in my life?  How many times have I said that?  I believe it, am comforted by it – but I don’t experience the rapid and total transformation of Isaiah when I hear it.

But I have been transformed.  And of course the question is how.  What can we do, to help happen what happened to Isaiah, to Peter, to Paul, to Jesus to help us more from feeling the depth of our inadequacy, the certainty of our “lostness” – which can be so paralyzing, and so overwhelming – to a kind of thaw, of moving forward into possibilities, of taking steps forward, even small ones, into whatever possibilities or future may be unfolding for us.  

How do we do this?

To be honest, utterly honest, I would have to say I’m not exactly sure – I can’t tell you the 2 or 3 or 10 things to do that will insure this transformation.  But I know something about it that feels true.  I know it has something to do with our feelings of inadequacy, of being insufficient.  The very thing that feels overwhelming is somehow the key to moving ahead.

I remember what is arguably the worst time in my life.  It happened about 11 years ago. I made the decision to separate from my wife. We’d been married about nineteen years, and in the course of our marriage we had seen five different marriage counselors.  There was something essential that was missing in our marriage that none of this addressed, and I came to the conclusion that it wasn’t ever going to happen.  And so I talked to my wife and told her I thought we needed to separate, and the two of us spoke to our son Josh who was a junior in high school to tell him what was happening.  That was the worst moment of my life.  And then I moved out.  I had no place to go, I was staying in the guest bedroom of a friend.  I remember coming back to that place at night, and there was nothing to distract me from the pain that I was feeling and that I had unleashed on the two people I most loved in the world.  I wished I could think about other things but I was unable to, and so at the end of each day I found myself praying for mercy for me, and for my wife, and particularly for my son Josh, who seemed such an innocent victim, so undeserving of the pain he was experiencing.
I was praying in large part because I felt so unable to help him.  I couldn’t be with him, I couldn’t see him.  I spoke to him each morning by phone before he went off to school, but there wasn’t really anything I could to help him, in fact I was the cause of his pain.
The instinct at these moments is often to pull back, to defend ourselves from these feelings, but I think we are transformed only when we don’t hold back – but with whole-hearted openness we bring ourselves to God.  At that particular moment in my life I felt as though I had no choice; maybe I did, maybe I didn’t.  I just remember sitting in a little armchair in that guest room, all by myself, and wishing, hoping, that somehow that God’s mercy would come to Josh.  With all my being, that was my wish.
That’s what these examples from scripture we heard today show, the wholeheartedness of people’s feelings, initially feelings of inadequacy:  Isaiah doesn’t say, “It’s an interesting idea, God, but I’m not sure I’m up to it,” or “I’m feeling a little nervous about this task, can you get me some consulting help.” 
He says I can’t.  Woe is me. I am a man of unclean lips.   “I can’t do this.” By entering fully into the experience of unworthiness, he is transformed.  And is made capable of being a prophet.
An example I can think of is skiing.  When I find myself suddenly on a slope that seems too much for my ability, that it’s too steep, my initial reaction is to tighten up, and invariably when I do this, I fall.  The only way to succeed in these instances is to let go, to lean into what feels dangerous, and by doing that I usually get down without falling.  The way to get down is not to hold back.  It’s a mundane example, but I think it fits the spiritual experience of transformation.

We actually re-enact this truth each week in church as we offer ourselves at the offertory, although most people don’t realize it.  At the Cathedral, as in most churches, when we take up the offering, the plates are brought forward, and the priest lifts them up and blesses them, and puts them on the altar.  Some churches don’t put them on the altar, but I think virtually everywhere the offering is lifted and blessed.  

I suspect most people don’t think much about this, or if they do, they may think it’s a way of purifying the money, making it acceptable to God.  (We all remember Jesus throwing the money changers out of the Temple, so we may have the idea that money doesn’t entirely fit in the context of worship.)  But that’s not what is happening, the priest isn’t purifying the money, but bringing what the money represents, ourselves, all of us, and lifting it up to God.  It would be awkward and time-consuming, but what should really happen at that moment is that every single person should come forward, climb up onto the altar, presenting him or herself to God, and then the priest should gesture that this is what is being offered; the people, their lives, their talents, their energy, their pain; all of who they are is being brought before God.

This is what this moment in the service is really about, bringing ourselves to God.  It might be good for us at that moment to pray that what we are symbolically enacting can actually happen in our lives, that we have the courage and the trust to bring ourselves completely to God, not holding back at all.  There is something powerful at the core of our faith, but we don’t always remember or believe this.  But when we do, and when we are whole-hearted with God, that provides an opening for our transformation, and so we may be changed, as Isaiah was, moving from “Woe is me” to “Here am I, send me.”
Paul, Job, Peter, Jeremiah, they are all reminders that when we bring ourselves before God, our broken places, our inadequacies, that God can transform us.  Eleven years ago I was sitting in a friend’s guest bedroom, crushed by sorrow and pain by what was happening, hoping that somehow we would all get through it, but not entirely sure it would happen.

Five years ago I got married, to the widow of a good friend of mine from seminary, who had her own pain and loss.  Every night I come home from work to her and I’m grateful for that relationship and the love that we have.  My son Josh is a teacher at Belmont High School, he lives in the same town as I do, and so I see him, not as much as I might wish, probably more than he might wish, as he’s pretty busy.  

We are all OK.  We’ve been transformed by this experience, all of us.  My prayers were answered.   I’m not entirely sure how it happened, but I know that it did.  What I want to say is that this is true for all of us.  Amen.
