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 God doesn’t call the qualified; He qualifies the called.  [Repeat.]  This statement could apply to 

any of the three main people we hear about in our readings today: the prophet Isaiah, and the apostles, 

St. Paul and St. Peter.  None of them was perfect.  Indeed, each was a sinner.  God knew that, and yet 

He still chose each one of them, calling them to proclaim His Word.  None of them could claim to be 

worthy, but God showed His power to work through even weak and imperfect human instruments like 

them.   

We’re pretty familiar with Simon, the unsuccessful fisherman, whose life was transformed 

when he encountered Jesus.  After pulling in the miraculous catch of fish, Simon is overwhelmed by 

Jesus’ power, and shamefully aware of his own sinfulness.  He asks Jesus to leave him because he is 

unworthy, but Jesus does not leave.  Jesus calls him to follow Him as one of His disciples and gives 

him the new name of Peter.  He still struggled with his sins and often fell short, as when he fearfully 

denied knowing Jesus after His arrest, but Peter repented and spent the rest of his life proclaiming the 

Gospel, even to the point of martyrdom, when he was crucified in Rome on the Vatican Hill.     

Likewise, we’re pretty familiar with Saul, the zealous Jew who thought these new Christians 

were blasphemers, and so he rounded them up for arrest.  He, too, had a life-changing experience 

when the Risen Christ appeared to him in a flash of blinding light.  This former persecutor of the 

Church became the apostle Paul, who tirelessly preached the Gospel around the Mediterranean, until 

he too was martyred, beheaded outside the walls of Rome.   

But what about the prophet Isaiah?  We’ve heard his name and read his words countless times, 

but who was he?  Admittedly, the details of his life are spotty.  He lived in Jerusalem, seven centuries 

before Christ.  At that time, the Jewish people had divided into the northern kingdom of Israel and the 

southern kingdom of Judah, where Isaiah lived.  The major concern of the day was the mighty 

Assyrian empire, which had already conquered the northern kingdom and was threatening the southern 

kingdom, too.  Isaiah is believed to have been related to the royal family.  As a young man, perhaps in 

his early twenties, Isaiah had a vision of God enthroned in Heaven, attended to by ministering angels.  

Catching a glimpse of God’s glory, Isaiah is overwhelmed.  Like Peter and Paul, Isaiah becomes aware 

of his own sinfulness and unworthiness in God’s presence.  He says that he is “a man of unclean lips.”  

It’s not clear exactly what this means, but perhaps Isaiah struggled with using bad language, engaging 

in gossip or idle talk, or he had used God’s name in vain.  Whatever his sins, Isaiah humbles himself, 

and God sends an angel to him, bearing a burning ember from before His altar.  The angel touches 

Isaiah’s lips, purifying him, and immediately he eagerly answers God’s call to become a prophet, 

saying, “Here I am, Lord; send me!”  Isaiah would spend the rest of his life speaking God’s Word, 

including prophesying the coming of Christ, the One Who would be born of a virgin and Who would 

save us as a suffering servant. 

Let’s take a brief pause from Isaiah’s story to consider how he, along with Peter and Paul, 

responded to their encounter with God.  Each of them recognized God’s glory, and in the light of His 

glory, they saw their own unworthiness.  The glory of God’s presence is overwhelming.  It would be 

like approaching the surface of the sun, with its burning rays, but multiplied by infinity.  They humbly 

acknowledged their sinfulness, and God forgave them, purifying their souls.  This process of 

purification isn’t easy.  It can be hard and even painful.  Think about the symbol of the ember touching 

Isaiah’s lips.  That would be like taking a burning coal from the incense thurible and touching it to 

your lips.  No one would want to do that.  But it’s like cauterizing a wound, expect in this case it 

doesn’t seal shut.  Rather, it opens Isaiah’s lips to be able to speak God’s Word.   
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When we approach God, we ought to do so with humble awe and reverence.  The temptation 

can be to treat God too casually, like some kind of magical butler.  When He doesn’t do what we ask 

right away or exactly in the way we want, we get mad at Him.  But this is a completely wrong way to 

approach God.  He is the Almighty Lord, Creator of the universe, all-knowing, and all-powerful.  The 

only reason that we can approach God and offer Him our prayers is because He has humbled Himself 

out of love for us.  He doesn’t have to do this; He doesn't owe us anything.  Yet God choses to open 

Himself to us out of love.  And so we ought to approach Him with humble reverence.  This is the 

virtue of fear of God, properly understood: not of being afraid of God, but approaching Him with 

respect and reverence. 

Like Peter, Paul, and Isaiah, being in God’s presence should also motivate us to repent of our 

sins.  We practice this when we come to Mass, praying at the beginning, “Lord, have mercy.  Christ, 

have mercy.  Lord, have mercy.”  And just before we receive the Eucharist, we pray: “Lord, I am not 

worthy that You should enter under my roof, but only say the word and my soul shall be healed.”  

Midway through Mass, we are reminded that we are in God’s holy presence, standing before His altar 

like Isaiah, by repeating the words of praise of the angels: “Holy, Holy, Holy.”  

Like Isaiah, before we can speak God’s Word well, we need to be purified.  Before 

proclaiming the Gospel at Mass, the priest bows down in front of the altar and prays, “Cleanse my 

heart and my lips, Almighty God, that I may proclaim Your Holy Gospel worthily and well.”  

Likewise, before a deacon proclaims the Gospel, he receives a similar blessing from the priest: “May 

the Lord be in your heart and on your lips, that you may proclaim His Gospel worthily and well.”  We 

approach the task of speaking God’s Word with humility and reverence.  We are all called, in one way 

or another, to proclaim God’s Word to the world.  We must pray that God will purify our lives so that 

we may speak God’s Word, and also live according to it. 

Praying for this purification at Mass, God doesn’t just send an angel with a burning ember to 

touch our lips.  He sends us His own Son, Jesus, in the Eucharist. 

Having said all that, let’s conclude by returning to Isaiah’s story.  He faithfully proclaimed 

God’s Word as a prophet for several decades, during the reigns of several kings.  Sometimes, his 

preaching was well-received, as when King Hezekiah followed his encouragement to foster devotion 

to God, and to hold out against the Assyrians when they laid siege to Jerusalem.  Because of this, 

Jerusalem was the only city the Assyrians were unable to conquer.  Unfortunately, Hezekiah’s son and 

successor, Manasseh, was not so inclined to listen to Isaiah.  (This story is potentially more tragic in 

light of the ancient Jewish belief that Isaiah was Manasseh’s maternal grandfather.)  Manasseh sought 

to appease the powerful Assyrians, instead of resisting them as Isaiah insisted.  He sought to ingratiate 

himself with the Assyrians, adopting the worship of their false gods, and abandoning the God of Israel.  

Isaiah spoke out against this idolatry, and (according to Jewish tradition) Manasseh had Isaiah arrested 

and put to death by being sawn in half.  (Not a good way to go.) 

Manasseh’s campaign of appeasement failed (as appeasement always does), and he was 

captured by the Assyrians.  While imprisoned, the humbled king had a change of heart.  I like to 

imagine Isaiah interceding for him before the throne of God in Heaven.  Manasseh repented of his sins 

and prayed that God would deliver him.  God answered his prayer, and for the rest of his life, 

Manasseh served as a righteous and faithful king.  Incredibly, one of his descendants (16 generations 

later) would be Jesus Christ Himself.  There’s hope for all of us, no matter how much we have sinned 

in the past.  Peter was not worthy.  Neither was Paul, nor Isaiah, nor Manasseh.  Neither are you and I.  

Yet God can use each one of us as an instrument to proclaim His Word and build up His kingdom.  

When God calls us to serve Him, let us humbly ask Him to purify us of our sins, and prepare us for the 

task.  And then let us eagerly respond to His call, like Isaiah, saying, “Here I am, Lord; send me!” 


