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 “In the year that Uzziah died.” That’s how Isaiah’s encounter with God’s holiness begins––with King Uzziah. 
The Scripture’s, the mention of Uzziah reveals tension we know well, which that God’s holiness, and our experience of life 
as holy, happen in the midst of a world that can feel unholy. 
 

In the year King Uzziah died, the holy city of Jerusalem a mess. A security mess, as Syria and Israel’s Northern 
Kingdom made military advances against Judah. A political mess, as Israel’s new king, Ahaz, made a protective alliance 
with superpower Assyria, which Assyria eventually reneged on and destroyed most of the area surrounding Jerusalem. It 
was a spiritual mess, as the people, including King Uzziah, were pursuing spiritual lives that that kept the living God at 
arm’s length. Temple did a booming business, but the people weren’t being transformed to live with hearts after God 
outside of the temple. 

 
So national security was tenuous; politics were conflicted; and spirituality invoked God but perhaps in a self-

interested way. You didn’t have to live in the eighth century BC to know such a world. You just have to go to cnn.com. If 
we had to choose a word to define our world and our lives today, I wonder if any of us would choose the word holy. In this, 
we might be like Isaiah of Jerusalem, at least until he received a vision of a holy God whose glory fills the very earth that 
can seem so unholy. 

 
The word holy basically means “set apart.” If you’ve felt awe at visiting a national cemetery, you have experienced 

a kind of holiness. The place is set apart for those who’ve performed duty sacred to the nation. Years back, Heather and I 
toured old Yankee Stadium. It is just fine with me when the Yankees hang out where they are now, which is next to last in 
the AL East. But I got goose bumps when I walked behind the outfield wall into Monument Park and there, set apart, 
were the plaques and retired numbers honoring Gehrig, Ruth, Mantle and DiMaggio. 

 
God is holy because is set apart. God is set apart from the stuff of earth. God is not trees or ocean or flowers but 

the maker of it all. God is also holy because God is set apart from any kind of sin. Sin is anything that falls short of God’s 
will for our lives. Sin is anything that destroys God’s precious people and creation. Sin is anything that pulls us away from 
loving communion with God, our neighbor, and ourselves.  

 
Our holy God is against sin because God is for us. Sin only diminishes us and pulls from the love for which we 

were made. This means that our bottomless longing in life is actually for holiness.  
 

 Isaiah was in the temple when he was plunged into the vast ocean of God’s holiness. Everything about the 
encounter is expansive and overwhelming. The Lord Isaiah sees is “high and exalted.” The Lord’s robe alone is enough to 
fill the massive temple. The heavenly creatures that circle God’s throne sing “holy, holy, holy” and proclaim that God’s 
glory is so immense it fills the whole earth. The temple’s enormous stone pillars shake and the place fills with smoke. It’s as 
though the temple is on fire, which it is with God’s holy presence. 
 

Encounters with holiness humble us. Even Major League All-Stars feel humbled in Yankees Monument Park. 
How much more Isaiah, who crumpled before God’s presence and cried, “Woe to me! I am ruined! For I am a man of 
unclean lips, and I live among a people of unclean lips, and my eyes have seen the King, the Lord Almighty.”  

 
Notice that Isaiah’s encounter God’s holiness doesn’t make him want to leave the world or its people behind. 

Instead, he’s just overcome with how lost everyone is. How lost he is and how marred the world around him is. He’ll 
spend much of his life as a prophet naming what the ruin within and around him is. How his peoples’ economics is based 
on self-interest. How lust for money and power has the nation’s leaders riding roughshod over the poor. How the peoples’ 
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religion doesn’t nourish the root of their lives or lead them to seek the flourishing of their neighbor. Again, this sounds like 
a world we know pretty well. 

 
But the same earth that is full of ruin is also the very earth the heavenly creatures announce is filled with God’s 

glory. The purpose of Isaiah’s encounter with a holy God is so he can see what’s really going on in the world. There’s 
whole lot of mess but that’s not the full reality. The full story, Isaiah is told, is that we live in a world filled with holy, holy, 
holy; and glory, glory, glory. That’s what Pentecost told us last week: the Holy Spirit of God has come upon the earth so 
that God’s holiness is present to every place and every life. So our world is not finally defined by the mess but by God’s 
holy presence. 

 
In the 1950s a young man named Jim Finley decided leave the world behind and pursue a life of holiness as a 

monk. At eighteen he left his home in Akron and entered the Abbey of Gethsemani Monastery in Kentucky. There he 
sought to sit at the feet of a true spiritual master, the Trappist monk Thomas Merton.  

 
So Jim began practicing the monk’s way of life that sought holiness and purity of heart through prayer and study 

and work. Seven times a day he prayed in the church with the monks. He studied theological works that explored the 
depths of God. But when Jim went for spiritual direction with Thomas Merton, Merton didn’t ask him about prayer or 
about fine points of theology. Instead, Merton said, “I want you tell me about the pigs.”  

 
The pig barn was where Jim had been assigned work on the monastery farm. So every day, before evening prayer, 

Jim visited Thomas Merton––this man he considered so holy––and they talked about pigs. About this sow, and that litter, 
about how this certain pig was doing. They did this because pig barn was holy. God made those pigs. And it was holy 
because Jim cleaned the manure from their stalls in God’s holy presence. 

 
In our house, we wouldn’t talk about the pig barn but the couch that no one can sit on because it’s always filled 

with laundry. Or the counter that won’t stay clean for more than half a day. Someone else might talk about their business 
travel schedule. Or the paperwork for their job. Or their body that feels like such work to live in every day. These things 
are holy. Just like chemistry homework. Or the weeds that fill flowerbeds. Or the home that feels so lonely. Or the home 
that feels tense with conflict. Or a place halfway across the world that’s always in the news. There is holiness in the midst 
to such things. 

 
Why is there holiness? Not always because of what happening or because such things feel very holy. There is 

holiness because God has made this whole world his temple, the place where his glory dwells. If God is present there with 
the laundry, on the business trip, in an ailing body, amidst the smoke that fills a ruined city, then God’s holiness redefines 
what life is about in the midst of such things. 

 
Isaiah cried out, “I am lost!” and this is true. You cannot be in relationship with a holy God without losing your 

life as you had conceived it. Without losing your understanding of the world as you had conceived it. God’s holiness is 
always spilling over into our lives so that every place and activity is reconceived in light of God’s purpose for us. 

 
After Isaiah cried that he was lost and that he lived among lost people, one of the heavenly creatures flew to him 

holding a white-hot coal from the altar. It put the coal to Isaiah’s mouth and said, “Now all your guilt is taken away and 
all your sin is atoned for.” Which is to say, there is now nothing that stands between you and the holy God who made all 
things.  

 
Since God is holy like water is wet, God’s goal for us is that we should be cleansed of everything pulls us from 

God’s loving purpose. This is what God has done for us in Christ. In Jesus, not only our lips but also our deepest heart––
every part of us––has been touched by God’s holy fire that consumes our sin so we are free for communion with God. A 
life of holiness is simply a life lived in the presence and fellowship of God. This is the life that our Soul Training Disciplines 
aim for: a way of being with God in life that’s set apart for God’s loving purpose.  

 
This week’s discipline, “Margin,” has to do with the last part of our passage, where God asks, “Whom shall I 

send? And who shall go for us?” And Isaiah responds, “Here am I. Send me!” God’s holiness doesn’t crush us, but defines 
us and gives us purpose. And so he goes into the ruined world with God’s holy message.  
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But what does “margin” have to do with this? The margin is the space on the page that’s set apart for the sake of 
the message of the text. Without the margin, the page gets crowded and the message of the text gets lost or confused. So 
also with our lives: if our lives are constantly crowded––with activities, with worries, with obligations––it isn’t long before 
the purpose of our lives gets lost and we get confused about who we are. Which is to say we lose a sense of the holiness of 
our lives––what our lives are really set apart for. 

 
So having margin in life is about finding space for silence, or time to invest in relationships, and freedom to rest 

without worry about having to get everything done.  Margin in our lives helps us remember that, all the time and 
everywhere, we live in God’s holy presence. So in everything before us, God has a purpose that serves his glory. 

 
There’s a catechism of the Presbyterian Church that begins by asking, “What is God’s purpose for your life?” And 

it responds with the Scripture we just heard from 2 Corinthians: “God wills that I should live by the grace of the Lord 
Jesus Christ, for the love of God, and in the communion of the Holy Spirit.”  

 
God’s holy and purposeful life for us does have to do with our laundry, our business trips, our homework, and 

living in our bodies. But these are only received as holy when we live them by the grace of Christ, for love of God, and in 
the communion of the Holy Spirit. 

 
And when we do this, our whole life is reconceived. Because we see that our co-workers are holy. Our chores are 

holy. Our assignments are holy. Our conflicted world is holy, because God is in the midst of it all creating, saving, and 
filling the whole earth with his glory. 

 
“Holy, holy, holy is the LORD Almighty; the whole earth is full of his glory.” Your life is holy. My life is holy. 

And there is no place where we aren’t set apart for loving communion with God. Amen. 


