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Today, I want to talk about summonses. The word “summon” is innocuous enough 
– it just means to be called, or to be asked to appear.  But in modern usage, it 
usually conjures up negative thoughts for us.  Being summoned is associated with 
doing things we’d rather not face.  A summons is an outrageous parking fine or an 
invitation to spend some time at jury duty. If someone tells you you’ve been 
summoned by the boss, you are more apt to expect a chewing-out than a surprise 
bonus.   

Today’s Old Testament and gospel lessons are both about people who were 
summoned by God.  They raise some provocative and important questions.  Does 
God still do that kind of stuff?  Who does God summon, and how?  And maybe 
most importantly, is it a good thing to get a summons from God, or should we 
brace ourselves for all kinds of problems we’d rather not have? 

Of course, the Old Testament in particular is full of people who have heard the 
voice of God speaking to them – people who have been called out for a special 
purpose.  God is always talking to people in the Old Testament, and appearing as 
swirling clouds or burning bushes.  In so many different discussions I’ve heard a 
variation of the same question asked by believers and nonbelievers that goes 
something like this.  If all those stories in the Bible are really true, why doesn’t God 
speak to us today? 

There are a number of possible explanations for this, and one could be that maybe 
it’s true.  Maybe God isn’t talking to people as much as God used to.  If that were 
true, it would be unfortunate, because God knows we need to hear from God now 
more than we ever did. 

Another possible explanation is perhaps that God didn’t really “talk” as much as 
the Hebrew Bible writers say he did.  Think about the situation of the writers of the 
Bible.  You can understand, I think, how a person wishing to share a personal 
experience of the Almighty might choose to say “I heard the voice of God,” rather 
than groping for words to express an encounter that is all but inexpressible.  

Of course, maybe the perception that God doesn’t talk to us as much as he used 
to is wrong.  Maybe God is talking just as much as God ever did, and in just 
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exactly the same way, but we’ve lost our ability to recognize it when it happens.  
Maybe we’ve fallen out of practice. 

I tend to believe that God still speaks to us in ways that are as numerous and 
varied as we ourselves are.  I almost wonder whether the accounts of the Bible do 
us a disservice by giving the impression that God only appears in a blinding flash 
of light, or a column of swirling fire.  I wonder whether waiting for the heavens to 
open can cause us to miss the gentle nudge. 

Most Methodists are familiar with the incident that we have come to call “the 
Aldersgate experience.” In 1738, at the age of 34, the founder of Methodism, John 
Wesley, attended a worship service in London.  Wesley was already an Anglican 
priest, but was in a period of questioning his own faith in God.  Wesley would 
write, “In the evening I went very unwillingly to a society in Aldersgate Street, 
where one was reading Luther's preface to the Epistle to the Romans.  About a 
quarter before nine, while the leader was describing the change which God works 
in the heart through faith in Christ, I felt my heart strangely warmed. I felt I did trust 
in Christ alone for salvation; and an assurance was given me that He had taken 
away my sins, even mine, and saved me from the law of sin and death.”  A strange 
warming of the heart… a message subtle enough to have been missed, if Wesley 
were not attentive. 

Saint Joan of Arc heard God speak in a completely different way.  There’s a 
wonderful exchange that occurred when she was trying to convince the leaders of 
the French army that God had indeed called her to lead them against the English 
at Orleans.  “These voices are from God,” she insisted, to which one of the 
captains shot back, “They are from your imagination!”  “Of course they are,” she 
replied, “for that is how God speaks to me: in my imagination.”  Who can say God 
didn’t, or for that matter, doesn’t? 

Maybe with all this talk of Moses and the prophets, and John Wesley, and Joan of 
Arc, you’ve gotten the impression that God only speaks to exceptional people.  
Nothing could be farther from the truth. If you look, you will find that the Bible is full 
of stories of ordinary people who have heard the voice of God, and done 
extraordinary things.  You would be hard-pressed to find examples of the opposite 
– of God using the famous, or the powerful. Simon Peter and the disciples were 
poor uneducated fishermen.  One of the Bible’s best-known prophets, Isaiah, was 
nobody special before the encounter we read about today.  When God tapped 
David, who would become Israel’s greatest king, he was just a shepherd.  Mary 
was a poor teenager betrothed to a carpenter.  God works best through just plain 
folks; people like you and me. 

And the Scripture lessons today show us that God speaks to us the way God 
needs to.  Both readings are about receiving messages from God, although in very 
different ways.  Isaiah has a vision of God, seated on a throne.  The temple is full 
of smoke, the doorposts are shaking, and God is surrounded with seraphs, huge 
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flying creatures with six sets of wings.   Isaiah was almost certainly terrified, as any 
of us would be.  Isaiah doesn’t describe God, except to say that the train of his 
robe filled the temple.  Either Isaiah can’t find the words to describe God, or Isaiah 
in his fear cannot even look at God. 

Simon Peter’s encounter with the Almighty power of God is of a much different 
kind.  He and his friends have been out all night, fishing, and they have caught 
nothing. Jesus finds them cleaning their nets, which means that they have given 
up.  But He asks them to set out again, with him, into the deep water.  There is 
extra peril in sailing the deep water, but that’s were the adventure is. Simon Peter 
recognizes the presence of God in the nets that are full to overflowing with fish 
despite the fact that all his fisherman’s instinct, knowledge, and experience tell him 
that there should be none. 

Both Isaiah and Simon have the same reaction to finding themselves in the 
presence of God.  Realizing that they are standing before perfection, they are 
instantly made acutely aware of their own weakness and inadequacy.  And the fact 
that they are there, before God, in their unworthy state cuts them each to the core.  
Isaiah cries out, “Woe to me… I am a man of unclean lips, and I live among a 
people of unclean lips!”  Simon wants nothing more than to get away.  He cries 
“Go away from me Lord; I am a sinful man!”   

This reaction, this being overcome with a sense of inadequacy, is pretty 
commonplace, as well.  In the presence of the burning bush Moses’ reaction is, 
“Who am I, that I should go to pharaoh and bring the Israelites out of Egypt?” 
(Exodus 3:11) Jeremiah, another of the great prophets, answers God, “I do not 
know how to speak, I am only a child.” (Jeremiah 1:6) Gideon too, tried to talk God 
out of what to Gideon was obviously a poor selection on God’s part.  He argues, 
“How can I save Israel? My clan is the weakest in Manasseh, and I am the least in 
my family.”  (Judges 6:15) The list goes on. 

But what of this idea that God can only do great things using those who are, 
somehow, exemplary or “worthy?’  Let’s take a look.  Moses had murdered an 
Egyptian.  After David became king, he committed adultery with the wife of one of 
his soldiers, and then engineered the soldier’s death on the battlefield.  Jonah ran 
the breadth of the known world trying to escape when he didn’t want to follow 
God’s instructions.  As for Simon Peter, even as Jesus enlisted him on the shores 
of the Lake of Gennesaret, even then, Jesus knew that the man would one day 
abandon him when the chips were down. 

But God doesn’t permit them, or us, the luxury of wallowing in our lack of fitness 
for the task.  Rather God says, “Don’t worry about that – we have work to do.”  
God fortifies those he calls with the kind of confidence that enables Simon Peter to 
leave all he has on the shore to follow Jesus, and Isaiah to answer without 
hesitation, “Here I am, Lord.  Send me.” 
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One of my dear friends in seminary once preached a beautiful sermon where she 
recalled learning to swim.  She told how, as she fearfully clutched the edge of the 
pool, her father encouraged her to swim to him.  She had swum some distance 
before she realized that as he had been gently urging her forward, he had been 
slowly moving backward. Before she knew it, she was swimming in the deep end.  
In the same way, like a loving parent, God coaxes us out of our comfort zones, 
into the deep water. True, there is more peril there, but that’s where the adventure 
is.  Do we want to spend our lives clinging to the edge of the pool? 

If we don’t, then today’s Scripture lessons challenge us both as individuals and as 
a church to ask a question that is no less profoundly important than this: How is 
God talking to us, right now?  How is He calling us out of our collective comfort 
zone?  What new mission that seems to us to be beyond our capabilities might 
God be asking this community of just plain folks to take on?  And how do we plan 
to respond?  Now, we might respond, as Simon did, “Lord, we’ve tried that.  We 
fished all night. It didn’t work.”  But Jesus himself invites us to set out again – into 
the deep water – into a deeper sense of trust, a deeper faith, a deeper relationship 
with him and with each other, and deeper still, into a life of discipleship.   

Setting sail for deep water can be daunting for people who are “just plain folks.”  
But God doesn’t use any other kind.   

 

 


