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Earlier this week, many of us celebrated the arrival of the Lunar New Year.  This year, as you know, it’s the Year of the Pig.  How many of you are a Pig?  Well, according to one of the Chinese Zodiac websites, obviously this is not to be taken too seriously here…those who are born in the Year of the Pig tend to eat and sleep like one, or being clumsy and lazy.  However, not everything is negative when it comes to be associated with a Pig.  Pigs demonstrate docile character and in general mean no harm to others.  They follow orders and they are regarded as a sign of good wealth and fortune of their owners.  

They are also considerate, responsible, independent and optimistic. They show generousness and mercy to endure other people's mistakes, which help them gain harmonious interpersonal relationships.  However, they also lack motivation to take initiatives.  They just take things as they come.  Unfortunately others may take that as a sign of weakness and take advantage of their simple hearts.  Their strengths are warm-hearted, good-tempered, loyal, honest, gentle; and their weaknesses are naive, gullible, sluggish, short-tempered. 

Again, this is not meant to be taken too seriously, but it’s just for fun.  But it does tell us a lot about our own unique personalities and characteristics and how we must learn to cope with one another and complement and support one another.  If you’re interested, I would be happy to share the link with you.  
In our Old Testament reading today, we also came upon another set of mythical creature – the Seraphs (or Seraphim).  A Seraph is a celestial and heavenly being that has 6 wings, with two covering their faces, two covering their feet, and two for flying.  The word “seraph” literally in Hebrew means the “Burning Ones”, as the wings of the seraph are flamed with fire…kind of like a Phoenix.  
Not only can these fiery seraphs fly, they can also sing, as they were praising God singing, "Holy, Holy, Holy, is the LORD of hosts: the whole earth is full of His glory."
  According to the prophet Isaiah’s vision, one of the seraphs came down from the altar of the Heavenly throne, grabbed a burning coal and touched Isaiah’s lips with the lived coal.
  It was a bit of an odd vision for the prophet Isaiah, but nevertheless a significant one full of symbolism and meanings.  
This morning, rather than focusing our attention on these fiery mythical creatures, I would like for us to focus on the human components of this occasion – the calling or the “ordination” of the prophet Isaiah.  When the seraphs touched Isaiah’s lips with the lived coal, it symbolized an act of consecration and commissioning from God, just as what we witnessed last week, as we ordained and installed our new officers as deacons and elders.  It was a holy and a Divine act! 

Through this vision, Isaiah was chosen and called to serve as the next prophet for God’s people.  The prophets, as I mentioned last week, acted as the mediators or the messengers between God and the people.  These prophets may not be the most welcomed guests among the people because there would be time when they are called upon to bring a message that the people don’t want to hear, but as unpopular as they may be, those words of warning and pending judgements from God were necessary and redemptive for the health and well-being of the body.  
Standing amongst the Holy God and the angels, the humbled Isaiah confessed that he was NOT the best man for the job.  He was in a state of disarray and was totally lost, citing he was a man of unclean lips and also lived among a people of unclean lips.  The list of excuses goes on and on and on. 
In spite of Isaiah’s pleading and confession of his unworthiness and sinfulness, the LORD still chose him.  He was still the right man for the right job.  Isaiah’s guilt was taken away and his sin was atoned for.  When the LORD asked, “Whom shall I send, and who will go for us?”  Isaiah firmly responded, “Here am I; Lord, Send me!”  
This was one of the most dramatic and powerful scenes of human-divine encounter in the Bible that often gets overlooked.  Here we have Isaiah - a mere human mortal standing face-to-face before the Holy Divine in the company other Heavenly creatures, confessing his worthiness of NOT to be called by God.  Like Jeremiah, as we read last week, this was a life-changing moment for the young prophet.

In the New Testament passage that we read earlier, we read about a group of common fishermen who also receiving a calling from God.  Instead of a vision, they received their calling through a human agency.  God sent His own Son to deliver this calling to these fishermen, who were just minding their own business along the Sea of Gennesaret, which is also known as the Sea of Galilee.  

These fishermen were not having much luck at the sea.  They were about to pack it in for the day. Then came Jesus telling them to cast the nets on the other side of the boat.  What does a carpenter, by trade, know about fishing anything, by telling these professional fishermen what they should do?  But those fishermen figured what have they gotten to lose?  So why not?  So they listened and cast the nets as they were instructed by Jesus.  Out came boat loads of fishes, so heavy that their nets were about to break and their boats were about to sink.  It was truly a miracle!!!
Then Jesus turned to Simon Peter and asked him to “Come, follow me.”  At that point, touched by what had just happened, Simon Peter fell on his knees and confessed of his unworthiness to be called, very much like Isaiah did.  However unskilled, uneducated they may be, these fishermen-turned disciples were also touched by the miraculous moment of God’s grace and redemption.  Through this Divine encounter, instead of “catching” fishes for a living, from now on these fishermen would be “catching” people instead.
This was a pretty dramatic life-changing decision for these fishermen to make.  These fishermen made a life-changing decision about their career, saying good-bye to their families, letting go of their personal belongings in order to follow someone who has no money, no home, but a message of hope and salvation from God to humanity.  Oh, by the way, did I mention this is a volunteer job also?!?  
These fishermen overlooked all of those risks of securities and comforts.  They were willing to let down their nets and follow.  They had given their all to Jesus and Jesus took them wholeheartedly.  There was this exchange of commitment and establishment of a covenant.   Jesus overlooked their personal shortcomings and empowered them to do great things, if they had only placed their trust in Him.
Come to think of it, when was the last time we make a dedicated commitment with someone, or with God?  The type of commitment that God often ask of us is a total and binding one.  It’s a commitment that lasts, in spite of various trials and challenges, or until God declares to us saying, “well done, my good and faithful servant!”  

When we commit ourselves to be Christ’s disciples, we engaged ourselves in God’s mission of “catching” for those who may be dead to sin but alive in Christ.  Incidentally the word “catch” in Greek implies that someone being “saved” or “rescued alive”.  It’s not the same as catching things in a basket or catching a baseball with your glove. 
How many of us would’ve responded the same way as Isaiah or Simon Peter did.  We would look upon our own shortcomings, our own unworthiness, our busy lifestyle…or we’re simply just not ready yet.  Or we may be hesitated by the level of commitment and the amount of sacrifices that are required for each one of us? 
Although we may not be the most qualified or the best equipped to serve, but God looks beyond our shortcomings and empowered us, if we simply commit our lives to God and make ourselves available for God’s use.  God will bless us and enable us to be a blessing to others, even if we try and fail, rather than failing to try at all.  Every act of calling and inspiration is a true miracle of divine grace and redemption from God.
God always seems to find a way of reaching out to us and reminding us of God’s grace, no matter how we have fallen short of God’s expectations.  God has challenged us to cast out our nets “on the other side”, even when we’ve exhausted our motivation, novel ideas, and imagination.  We said to ourselves “we’ve tried this before and it’s not going to work”, but God says, “try again, put the net on the other side and trust in me!” as he instructed to his fishermen turned disciples. 
By God’s grace, God has prepared us (through our many peaks and valleys in life) and has consecrated us even before we were born.  None of us possess ALL the gifts that are necessary to carry out the duties and responsibilities that God has charged before us…but we are NOT alone.  That’s why we are collectively called to be in a community of faith together, as “iron sharpens irons”
 we lend our supports and to share our gifts with one another for the glory and the up-building of the church and of our community.
This week, the Presbytery of New York City has been selected to participate in a mission revitalization initiative spearheaded by our national church – the Presbyterian Church (USA).  Our Presbytery is one of 14 presbyteries chosen because of our enriched ethnic diversity and our commitment to demonstrate and to embody God’s love through our mission, as well as how we live and partner with one another.  Each of the 92 congregations citywide, including ours, is being asked to pledge our commitment through a series of honest self-evaluation in re-assessing our current mission, whether it’s working or not, and re-imagining and re-casting God’s vision that has been entrusted upon us.  Very much like Jesus asking those disciples who had caught nothing all day, to re-cast their nets on the other side of the boat.  This, by no means, is a “how to” quick-fix or a short-term solution to a larger systemic epidemic.  But instead, it opens up a window of opportunities that invites the Holy Spirit to work among us, through our faithful obedience, stewardship, and discipleship.  
The church recognizes that our times have changed, our society has changed, the people may look different from what it used to, but God’s mission and commitment remains steadfast.  God calls upon us to recast our vision and recommit to the cause of doing God’s mission here on earth.  Like the disciples who were being called by Jesus, we too are being asked to cast the nets deep and wide.  Instead of tossing our hands up in the air, calling it quit and going home, saying we’ve done this before and we’ve caught nothing, we are being challenged to simply cast the nets on the other side by following Christ’s call for obedience and discipleship.  “Do not be afraid” Jesus said to Simon, instead of catching fish, “from now on you will be catching people”.
Friends, what is God up to is not just God’s business, but OUR business.  As Jesus reminded his disciples, “Abide in me as I abide in you. Just as the branch cannot bear fruit by itself unless it abides in the vine, neither can you unless you abide in me.  5 I am the vine, you are the branches. Those who abide in me and I in them bear much fruit, because apart from me you can do nothing.” 
  
Just as upon the New Year, we are called to rededicate our commitment with a renewed vision and a new hope.  God has touched upon our lips and has called and ordained us as Christ’s disciples.  Together we have been redeemed by the grace of God.  “Whom shall I send, and who will go for us?” 
“Here am I, Lord, Send me!”  In the name of God the Father, God the Son, and God the Holy Spirit, Amen.
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