
5th Sunday in Ordinary Time (C) 
 

 

 

The three readings from scripture this weekend present us with three superstars in our religious 

tradition who have interacted almost face-to-face with God.  Each story is different, and yet there 

are similarities in the encounters also.  Perhaps you have met God face-to-face sometime in your 

faith journey-- or you know someone who has-- or perhaps you wish you could have this kind of 

encounter?  Let’s examine these interactions to see what we might learn from them for our own 

lives. 

 

In the first reading, Isaiah meets God in the Temple, where he has gone to seek the consolation 

of God after the death of the longtime and faithful King Uzziah.  This epiphany is accompanied 

by angelic beings crying our “Holy, Holy, Holy, is the Lord Almighty.”  And one of those angelic 

beings touched Isaiah’s lips with a hot coal taken from the altar.  The second reading is from 

Saint Paul.  You will remember that he had been persecuting Christians when he was knocked 

off his horse and faced a bright light which then made him blind.  And in the gospel account, 

Simon Peter meets up with divinity in the person of Jesus out on a lake after a fruitless night of 

fishing.  Jesus commandeered his fishing boat to use as a pulpit to address the crowds who had 

gathered on the shore to hear him. 

 

Every person’s encounter with the divine is always unique, and so we are not surprised that there 

are differences in these stories.  But there are also similarities between the epiphany experiences 

of Isaiah, Paul, and Peter—and perhaps those similarities reveal something of a thread of insight 

into what it would mean for any of us to meet God.  Let’s look for a moment at the similarities. 

 

First-- for all of these holy superstars, the appearance of God is accompanied by an unusual 

disturbance of the ordinary, some type of unsettling and unexpected sight that disrupted and 

opened the mind and heart of the person.  For Isaiah, it was the appearance of those flying 

seraphim, and the transformation of the Temple by smoke and earthquake.  For Paul, it was 

being knocked from his horse and a bright light.  For Peter, it was the miraculous catch of fish—

surprisingly for him, by the guidance of someone who is a carpenter! 
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Second— the person is typically so overwhelmed by God’s presence that he immediately 

becomes aware of his own unworthiness and sinfulness.  Isaiah cried out, “Woe is me, I am a 

man of unclean lips, and I dwell in the midst of a people of unclean lips.”  Paul is very aware that 

he has been persecuting Christians for some time.  And Simon Peter cried out, “Go away from 

me, Lord, for I am a sinful man.”  One of the understandable reactions to an unexpected meeting 

with God would be to wish God would just depart, so that we might return to our safe and 

predictable world that has just been turned upside down by the Almighty.  Many of us would 

probably say, or wish, the same thing. 

 

Finally—God’s answer to the confessions of the person’s unworthiness is a new commission, a 

job in God’s Kingdom work. The seraph touched Isaiah’s lips with the burning coal from the 

altar, symbolizing that God had transformed and redeemed that unworthy voice for his divine 

purpose.  Ananias visits with Paul, and Paul is filled with the Holy Spirit as his blindness is 

healed—and he becomes the greatest missionary of all times.  Simon Peter would no longer be 

catching fish, but rather people—and with that new calling, Peter sold his boats, closed his 

business, and walked away from the lake where he thought he would spend his entire life. 

 

It seems to me that sometimes God calls us at the point of our strengths… but sometimes God 

shows that he can use us at the point of our weaknesses.  Think about it—the person who has 

struggled with addiction, or gone through a broken marriage, or failed at a business can be used 

by God to help others who are facing similar difficult moments.  All God is looking for is a 

willing heart, a person who can fail forward.  God does not have to receive a perfect resume in 

order to use a person for his Kingdom.  And that is why God is a perfect God for people who are 

not. 

 

In today’s second reading, the apostle Paul reflects on the idea of God taking the initiative in our 

redemption, re-creating us in divine grace.  He says to the Corinthians: “…by the grace of God I 

am what I am, and his grace to me has not been ineffective.  Indeed, I have toiled harder than all 

of them; not I, however, but actually the grace of God that is with me.”  Paul reminded that 

community that we always remain the beloved of God.  The grace of God enables us to re-create 

ourselves in the life of the Risen One. 
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You will probably remember that in Charleston, South Carolina in 2015 a young white 

supremacist armed with a .45-caliber Glock pistol murdered nine innocent people during a Bible 

study group at the Emmanuel African Methodist Episcopal Church.  President Obama eulogized 

one of the victims, the Reverend Clementa Pinckney, in part with these words: “According to the 

Christian tradition, grace is not earned.  Grace is not merited.  It’s not something we deserve.  

Rather, grace is the free and benevolent favor of God as manifested in the salvation of sinners 

and the bestowal of blessings.  God has visited grace upon us for he has allowed us to see where 

we’ve been blind.  He has given us the chance, where we’ve been lost, to find our best selves.  

We may not have earned it, this grace, with our rancor and complacency and short-sightedness 

and fear of each other, but we got it all the same. God gave it to us anyway.  He’s once more 

given us grace.  But it is up to us now to make the most of it, to receive it with gratitude and to 

prove ourselves worthy of this gift.” 

 

In the readings this weekend, we meet three of our scriptural superstars-- Isaiah, Paul, and Peter-- 

who encounter the divine presence and respond with an acceptance of God’s call.  During the 

season of Advent, we heard fellow parishioners share with us their “glimmers of grace”—times 

in their lives when they encountered the divine and were very aware of God’s presence.  The 

question for us this evening(morning) is not whether God is still today reaching out to his 

creation and extending an invitation to join in the work of building the Kingdom— with the eyes 

of faith there is clear evidence for this. The question for us tonight(day) is: do we recognize the 

hand of God in our lives?  Do we perceive the Spirit of God moving in our daily activities?  And 

most importantly—how do WE respond to that grace, so generously lavished upon us?  In the 

end, will our life-example show that we were worthy of this great gift of grace? 


