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 There are some stories you never forget; larger-than-life; so vividly set in your 

imagination; they inform the rest of your life.  Such is the story of Isaiah’s call, at a time 

and to a people displaced and in captivity.  Their connection the temple and to God, is 

lost, far off. So from the very first word, from beginning to end, Isaiah’s vision becomes 

the stuff of legends.  Spurring imagination; it brings us right there; to the larger-than-life 

temple, the larger-than-life God who fills it.  As before us the pillars rise to the heavens; 

our footsteps echo on the cobble stone.  Our eyes feast on the gold and purple and 

scarlet, the ornate and intricate carvings. The beauty that rivals the palace of any king.   

And then there they are, looming large—as tall as the temple itself, wings 

spanning from one side of the temple all the way to the other—the seraphim.   Angels; 

not like your cupid-like garden planters, not cute, chubby cherubsi on your Christmas 

tree.  But fearsome beasts; bodies like snakes; eyes, bodies gleaming like fire itself—it 

is what seraphim means—firey.  We cower; certain they will devour us, and if not they, 

the God whose throne is said to rest upon their wings; the God who dwells in fire and 

smoke behind the veil of the Holy of Holies; the barrier between heaven and earth.ii   

It was a barrier not to be crossed except by Priests who entered that Holy 

Place twice a day to burn incense on the altar.   Entering the presence of God—it is not 

something to be taken lightly—for the people, for Isaiah—to see God is to die, it is to risk 

being consumed by the very holiness of God.”iii Only twice in ancient memory had anyone 

seen God and lived to tell the tale.  Moses on the mountain that rumbled and burned to 

devour anyone who even set foot there.  And now Isaiah.  In his vision, when he sees the 
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Lord, when the hem of God’s robe touches the earth; wave upon wave of the very clothing 

of God rippling, spilling, filling the temple.  Can you feel the foundation of the temple 

tremble and shake under your feet?  Does the smoke fill your nostrils and sting your eyes 

as the firey seraphs fly; wings flapping, fanning the smoke of their breath as they singiv  

“Holy, holy, holy, is the Lord.  The earth is full of God’s glory.”  And the earth is full.  God 

has crossed the barrier. God has refused to stay contained behind the temple veil; refused 

to stay within the temple at all.  God’s robe spilling beyond courtyard and gates; smoke 

rising. Pouring, floating on wind throughout the whole of the world.  And we tremble at the 

largeness; at the awe-ful and awe-filled presence and holiness of God. 

It is a devouring God, large and fearsome enough to destroy your enemies—it is this 

kind of God the people want in the time of their exile.  One who turns on their enemies.  

One who leaves the whole of the earth trembling in the wake of God’s glory.  One who 

comes as promised, to set God’s own free; that they will somehow get by unscathed.  It is 

their hope and a story that shapes a people’s lives and faith in a time of captivity.  A story 

that, generations later is still shaping the people’s vision and understanding of God.  And 

now standing next to us—a Pharisee, a leader of the Jews, a teacher of the law—

Nicodemus.  The story is his too.  Passed down to him when he was but a child.  When in 

the darkness of night his Father taught him as they sat by the fire.  When flames lapped 

and curled; when sparks rose; and smoke floated, drifted, chased after him no matter 

where he sat; the acrid taste of smoke filling his nostrils and watering his eyes.  Isaiah’s 

vision was his too.  The vision of a large God, a terrifying, unapproachable God who dwells 

in smoke and fire on mountain tops and behind temple veils. 
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Oddly, it was the temple he found himself in every day as a teacher of the Law.  The 

temple the place where rabbis, scholars, the educated, gathered to debate about God.  

Their current debate?  Jesus, the untrained man from Galilee, yet teacher, rabbi in his own 

right.  But was he?  And the things he was doing—healings, miracles—did they come from 

God?  And all the while, behind the veil—God’s presence—ominous, large, resting on wings 

of firey seraphim.  Nicodemus catches a glimpse of smoke curling, floating, refusing to 

remain behind the barrier of the veil.  The heavy scent of incense mingled with smoke 

waters his eyes, fills his lungs until he would choke.  It was the God of his childhood, of his 

present, a God best kept at a distance.  Present, yet oddly removed.  Holy, holy, holy… 

It was their conflicting views of God, the lines and barriers drawn—what things came 

from God, what things did not; where God’s dwelling place should be and is not; the places 

and people—who God touches and fills and who God does not.  These were the things of 

their constant argument and struggle.  A struggle brought to the forefront and challenged 

by Jesus who dwelt among the poor and the outcast.  Who touched and filled the sick and 

the hungry.  And so, as night begins to fall and with no resolve; we cannot be sure—was 

Nicodemus sent as envoy to query and to ask the questions that these enquiring minds 

want to know?  And while we are quick to judge the meaning of darkness; that Nicodemus, 

afraid to be seen and in unbelief, seeks Jesus at night; is it not how all of us come to 

Jesus—in darkness, confused, unknowing, afraid and in unbelief?v 

In darkness, Nicodemus draws near to Jesus.  In his head, all the warning signs.    

The smell of acrid smoke.  His echoing footsteps.  Terror that grips his thumping heart.  
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The warning of his father, that to seek the Lord is not something to be taken lightly.  Is 

that why he has come in the darkness of this night?  To seek the Lord?  The flames 

flicker and dance.  The smoke rises, floats, drifts, escaping the bounds of barriers and 

veils.  And he sees Jesus, the Rabbi, the One they have been arguing about.  And the 

greatest danger this night—is that God will be and is crossing boundaries once more. 

Nicodemus sits apart from Jesus—present, oddly separate—the fire between 

them the boundary and illusion of safety.  His words, too, guarded, illusive, safe—“We 

have been talking about you, we have noticed you Jesus.  We recognize the signs, the 

things you do; things no one can do apart from the presence of God.”  Nick didn’t know 

it then.  His words declaring what his heart did not yet know.  That in this Jesus he had 

seen the very presence of God.  Like Isaiah he has seen the Lord.  In the healing, the 

miracles, in Jesus, dwells the holiness of God.  In Jesus, God is crossing boundaries.  

Touching the earth. In Jesus, the earth is so full of God’s glory…   

Jesus names Nick’s unknowing and the unknowing of us all.  That the things we 

think we know and understand about God are the very barriers that keep us from what 

we cannot know, what we can never understand.  We get hung up on the things we 

have come with.  The things we think we know about God that set at a distance the 

largeness of God, the holiness of God—that these are the things that can consume 

and destroy us.  Things that must be contained behind barriers and veils, at a safe 

distance and reserved for the Holy of Holiest places, the Holy of Holiest people—upon 

the wings of firey angels; behind boundaries that cannot and should not be crossed.  
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Does Nicodemus wonder—what good is this kind of God, one never to be touched or 

seen, a God so far away as to never touch the earth, never to touch our pain, never to 

see or know us, or our need?  In these dark times do we wonder the same?  And even 

as healing comes, as vaccines become available, as active cases decrease; there is 

yet darkness that veils our world.  Our fear of being consumed, of not measuring up; 

our definition of who can be holy and who is not; who deserves God’s life and love and 

who doesn’t; that is the basis for division, separation, and the justification for setting 

ourselves apart, above, at a safe distance from others, never to touch or see the pain. 

But the true vision given to Isaiah, given to us all is not complete until the hem of 

God’s robe touches the earth.  Until God spills and fills this world; crossing boundaries 

of temple veils and veiled hearts; of walls and gates and misunderstanding; until God 

spills and fills and the whole earth is filled with God’s glory.  God’s glory most fully seen 

in Jesus, in holiness not kept at a distance, not untouchable, or set apart for the Holiest 

of places and people; but holiness set apart specifically for the purposes of God. God’s 

purposes to touch, to heal, to restore.  God’s love that spills and fills every place, every 

person with the very presence of God. All the world the place of God’s holiness; the 

Holy of Holies where God dwells.  These, the things we cannot see.  We cannot know.  

We cannot and do not understand apart from God’s Holiest of Spirits, but only as we 

are born anew, born from above, born and birthed by the very Spirit of God.  Born and 

birthed in the very intimacy, community, and relationship of our communal God.  
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It is not unintentional—the imagery Jesus uses.  To be born.  Birthed.  Jesus stirs 

our imagination to the deep intimacy, the relationship, the innate, inborn trust, of 

belonging, of being birthed, that is at once to touch and to be touched.  All of who we 

are, all of who God is touched and touching the fullness of life, the fullness of flesh and 

blood; the fullness of pain.  Is this what it means to say, “I have seen the Lord?”  To 

know life so intimate, so relational—as close as breath, as a heartbeat, as the warmth 

of a flame? Life as uncontrollable and ever-present as wind that blows, as smoke that 

rises and floats and curls, refusing to be contained?  Is it love so all-encompassing, so 

large spilling and filling to touch the whole of the earth?  That love is the place of God’s 

holiness; the place where God dwells, the place where we will see the Lord? 

It is the story we have been given that informs, shapes, and changes who we are 

and the rest of our lives.  A story that changes and spills and fills the whole of the 

earth.  The entire cosmos.  That God is one who so loves the world—everyone, and 

everything in it.  God loves so much, that God is not willing to let it perish or die or fade 

away.  But touches it.  Fills it.  Every corner.  Every space.  God gives the gift of God’s 

very own Son, who comes not to condemn, not to consume, not to destroy; but to 

save—to rescue, to heal, to restore, to make whole.  God the Son who will stop at 

nothing; crossing even the boundaries of death; filling and spilling into and beyond the 

veil of the grave; to rise and raise life.  To birth life from God’s very Spirit. To birth us to 

new life.  It is what save means.  To cross boundaries.  It is what God does. Until at 

last even the veil of the temple is torn in two forever. Until all the earth is full of God’s 

glory, and we have seen the Lord.  And we say Holy, holy, holy.  Amen. 
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