
N o rt h  Sh o re  C on g re g a t i on a l  Church 
Located in Fox Point, WI 

July 12, 2015 
 

I Heard… 
 

Scripture Readings - Isaiah 6: 1-8; I Corinthians 12: 1-11 
 

 Rev. Dr. Martin W. Hall 
 
 

It’s been quite a couple of months.  Almost a year ago, Sharon and I sat down and began to really 
discuss the possibility of opening ourselves to a new a call in ministry, and 10.5 months ago, we 
decided that one of those possibilities was with the good and faithful people of the North Shore 
Congregational Church of Fox Point, WI.  Some 7 months of dialog and reflection later, I stood 
in this pulpit on April 19 as we all gathered in worship and prayer and embraced the new 
relationship that God was inspiring between us.  It was a wonderful weekend of fellowship that 
culminated in that Sunday morning experience that, honestly, has few rivals in my 16 years of 
Ministry.  And, then it began. 
 
While, in some ways, I think it felt as though the hardest work of the transition was coming to a 
close for this congregation, ours was only just beginning.  A house to sell, a house to buy, a move 
to coordinate, a church resignation to manage, letters to write, boxes to pack, addresses to 
change, services to coordinate, and on and on… And, here we are.  Some 84 days, 400 boxes, 
500 square feet of bubble wrap, 500 sheets of packing paper, 5,000 linear feet of packing tape, 
2.5 weeks of living in our camper and 1,100 miles later – here we are.  And, I have to start by 
simply saying how excited we are to be here.  As hard as it was to say goodbye to friends and 
beloved church members in MA, we are truly ecstatic to be beginning this new journey with each 
of you, and we can’t wait to get to know all of you a lot better in the weeks, months and years 
ahead.  For today, however, I want to talk a little about the journey that is in front us, and I want 
to do that by spending a little time with Isaiah. 
 
Many of you, I am sure, are more than familiar with this passage from Isaiah, but I think it is a 
great place for us to start because I think there are few places in Scripture that lay out the 
fundamental Christian condition any more simply, or clearly, than we get in these eight verses of 
Isaiah.  And, I think this story of Isaiah’s call sets the stage, perfectly, for our journey together.  
So, we’re going to spend this week, and next, wrapping up an exploration of this story of the call 
of Isaiah that, unbeknownst to any of us, actually began back in April when I stood in this pulpit 
for the first time.  So, for those of you who made that wonderful effort to be here, this morning, 
for my first Sunday, you’re actually going to have to come twice if you want see how it wraps up 
next week. 
 
But, I want to start by going back to where we were a few months ago.  I’m guessing that many, 
probably the vast majority, of you were here for that service in April.  And, I don’t want to spend 
a lot of time rehashing that except to remind you that the core message of our exploration, that 
day, was that faithful relationship has to be, and will be, the heart of everything we do.  While 
there are many faces and forms our ministries will take over the years, the foundation of all that 
we do will be our relationship with one another in faith and our relationship with God in Jesus 
Christ.  In other words, the center of all that we do will be faith – our fundamental 
understanding and communal expression of the grace and love of God.  And, that’s exactly 
where Isaiah begins.   



“Woe to me!”  Isaiah cries.  “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.” 
 
But, then he goes on,  
“Then one of the seraphim flew to me with a live coal in his hand, which he had taken with tongs 
from the altar. With it he touched my mouth and said, ‘See, this has touched your lips; your guilt 
is taken away and your sin atoned for.’” 
 
You see, what we are going to find, in Isaiah, is a very simple and clear three-part outline for the 
Christian condition – the very circumstances that describe the faithful Christian life.  But, for 
Isaiah, the first part of that outline is exactly what we began with back in April – a fundamental 
and unbendable understanding and foundation in the grace and love of God.  Faced with his 
own shortcomings, and blessed with unearned and undeserved grace, the stage is set for Isaiah’s 
faithful living in the same way that we set ours back in April – with the love of God at the very 
core of all that we do and all that we are.  That’s the heart – that’s the foundation – of everything 
else.  For Isaiah, and for us! 
 
But, that’s just part one.  “Then I heard the voice of the Lord saying,” Isaiah continues, “‘Whom 
shall I send? And who will go for us?’”  Isaiah’s understanding and exposure to the grace of God 
is immediately followed by his hearing of the call of God.  And, that is the second, and crucial, 
element, not only to Isaiah’s story, but to a faithful life.  The grace of God is accompanied by the 
call of God.  The mercy of God is followed by the guidance of God.  The love of God is 
enshrouded in the Spirit of God that comes to instill gifts and blessings within us for the purpose 
of living out, and showing forth, the very love that we hold as the center of our faith.  
 
Paul says the same thing in a slightly different way – he refers to that notion of spiritual gifts.   
There are different kinds of gifts, but the same Spirit distributes them. 5 There are different 
kinds of service, but the same Lord. 6 There are different kinds of working, but in all of them 
and in everyone it is the same God at work.  7 Now to each one the manifestation of the Spirit is 
given for the common good.  
 
There is a clear and undeniable theme, In Isaiah, in Paul, and throughout Scripture, that God 
calls God’s people to acts of compassion, service, comfort, care, healing, loving, touching, 
teaching, preaching, leading, organizing, building, arranging, cooking, cleaning, washing, the list 
is endless, but the story of Scripture, and the story of the people of God that has unfolded in the 
centuries since, is the story of God calling people to ministry in countless forms.  And, one of the 
great tragedies in the contemporary mainline church is that we have fallen away from that.  We 
have forgotten that God has a call for us – and we’ve stopped listening. 
 
Now, I want to be clear that I am not diagnosing, or speaking in any way, to any specific 
circumstances, needs, issues, concerns, or anything else in this church.  I just got here.  I don’t 
know how well we do with this yet.  But, I can tell you from my experiences in Ministry, in 
churches I’ve served and many others I’ve known through friends and colleagues, that we have 
forgotten that God has a call for us – and we have stopped listening. 
 
Think about it: 
Instead of focusing on where we are called in ministry, we focus on what boards need help and 
what committees need members. 
Instead of asking where we are compelled to spend our faithful energies, we look at our weekly 
calendars and figure out of the meeting schedule suits us. 



Instead of praying about what spiritual gifts God has instilled within us for the common good, 
we dutifully attend the meetings and work to which we were assigned until our term-limit 
expires and we’re quickly shifted to fill another slot somewhere else. 
Instead of really exploring the gifts and calls God has in store for us, we put every banker on the 
Trustees, every teacher in a Sunday school room, ever young parent on the Board of Christian 
Enrichment and every new member into whichever group needs the ‘new blood’ we believe that 
new member can provide. 
 
And, why?  Because, we’ve forgotten that God has a call for us – and we’ve stopped listening. 
 
Isaiah experiences, first-hand, the grace and love of God as he stands in the presence of the 
Almighty and shutters at the realization of his own shortcomings and faultiness in the eyes of 
God.  The moment he embraces that grace, however, the minute he experiences the love of God 
in spite of his human frailties, the second element of his faithfulness begins – he hears the call of 
God in his life.  And, we need to do the same!  We have to start listening again – we have to ask 
the questions, engage the prayers, and open ourselves to hearing the call that God has for us! 
 
Now, the matter of discernment and exploration, in this, is going to have to be another 
conversation for another time.  I’m not going to start an entirely new thread 75% of the way 
through this sermon.   
The reality is that some of us may be like the boy Samuel, hearing some echo of a call, but 
needing a little focus or guidance before we can discern the voice.   
Some of us may be like Elijah, so focused on the grand gestures of God that our looking in the 
storms and earthquakes risk us missing out on that still small voice that God seeks to breathe 
into our lives.   
And, some of us may be like Paul, so wrapped up in our own convictions and agendas that we 
have to be hit over the head by a 2x4 before we finally open ourselves to the call God has in store 
for us.   
The truth is that the path to discernment will be varied and will be many, and I’m not going to 
get into that today. 
 
The other truth, however, is that the path to discovery begins with understanding that there is a 
call for us – and our problem is that we have forgotten that, and we have stopped listening!  The 
path to rediscovering that portion of our faith begins with asking the question.  We have to stop 
being driven by what boards need members, what projects have to be completed, what schedules 
are most convenient and what duties have to be fulfilled and we have to start asking ourselves 
where it is that our passions and proficiencies intersect with our faithfulness – and what that 
says about what God is calling us to be and do in faith. 
 
Paul uses the language of spiritual gifts and expresses that everyone has a gift to be used for the 
common good.  Isaiah displays that reality first-hand when his discovering of the grace and love 
of God is immediately followed by his hearing of the call of God.  And, from Noah and Abraham 
to Peter and Paul, the biblical story is the constantly recurring narrative of God calling people to 
ministry in countless ways.  So, we have to start there. 
 
For Moses, the call was to lead the Israelites out of Egypt.  For Joshua, it was to guide them 
across the Jordan.  For Saul it was to be king. For Solomon it was to build the temple.  The list 
goes on and on and on, but the story is the same.  The love of God in the life of God’s people is 
universally accompanied by the call of God upon those same lives.  We are here, in this place, 
collected in this church, because we are all drawn together through the grace and love of God in 
our lives.  Whether we realize it or not, however, with that grace comes that call.  And, if we are 



to flourish as individuals, and as a community of faith, we have to get back to asking that 
fundamental question that we have long since abandoned – “To what is God calling me?” 
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