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49 Listen to me, all you in distant lands! 

    Pay attention, you who are far away! 

The LORD called me before my birth; 

    from within the womb he called me by name. 
2 He made my words of judgment as sharp as a sword. 

    He has hidden me in the shadow of his hand. 

    I am like a sharp arrow in his quiver. 
3 He said to me, “You are my servant, Israel, 

    and you will bring me glory.” 
4 I replied, “But my work seems so useless! 

    I have spent my strength for nothing and to no purpose. 

Yet I leave it all in the LORD’s hand; I will trust God for my reward.” 
5 And now the LORD speaks— 

    the one who formed me in my mother’s womb to be his servant, 

    who commissioned me to bring Israel back to him. 

The LORD has honored me, and my God has given me strength. 
6 He says, “You will do more than restore the people of Israel to me. 

    I will make you a light to the Gentiles, 

    and you will bring my salvation to the ends of the earth.” 
7 The LORD, the Redeemer and Holy One of Israel, 

says to the one who is despised and rejected by the nations, 

    to the one who is the servant of rulers: 

“Kings will stand at attention when you pass by. 

    Princes will also bow low because of the LORD, the faithful one, 

    the Holy One of Israel, who has chosen you.” 

 

We have heard this before; this time, we hear it from Isaiah.  We heard this from 

the prophet Jeremiah and now we hear it from Isaiah.  I love that, I love knowing 

that God has been in charge long before I thought the whole world rested on my 

shoulders; long before I learned how to talk and walk and make mistakes.  I don’t 

know about you, but it is reassuring to me that God knows me through and through 

and cares for me and loves me just the same.  God has been peering over my 

shoulder and guiding me throughout my past and God will guide me throughout my 

future – God will walk with me eternally. 



 

Isaiah goes on to say that God has hidden him in the shadow of his hand; given him 

protection, closeness.  God offers us protection. Jesus promised that he would help 

us with our burden when we are weary.  God has hidden us in the shadow of his 

hand too.   

 

Isaiah replies to God, “But my work seems so useless! I have spent my strength for 

nothing and to no purpose.”  Now here is where we must pause. Isaiah felt like a 

failure, he didn’t see his life as having purpose.  Had he wasted his life thus far? 

Had he been expending his strength for nothing?  My dad would say “Had he been 

chasing his own tail?”  Most of us, at some point in our lives, maybe even in this 

very moment, have felt this pain of uncertainty.  What is my purpose?  Does God 

have one for me?  Have I missed it?  Is it too late? Am I not worthy of God’s 

special plan? Have I squandered it? Our purpose, our calling (s) isn’t always as clear 

as we might hope for.  Maybe you are like me and would love to hear a thunderous 

voice from heaven or a burning bush telling you what you should do, what you should 

be, and maybe also telling you what you have done that was right and what you have 

done that was useless or wrong.  But that doesn’t seem to be the way it usually 

happens.    

 

Finally, we read today that Isaiah surrenders - yes surrenders – Isaiah yields, 

submits, gives in to God and trusts; not just with his words but with his whole 

being, with his mind, his body and his spirit.  He relaxes into God’s will with the 

essence of all that he is.  He writes: “Yet I leave it all in the Lord’s hand; the Holy 

One of Israel, who has chosen you.”  Ahhh, I can almost hear his sigh of relief. I 

can feel the release of the muscle tension, the heavy heart becoming lighter, the 

gnawing at the pit of his stomach dissipating.  Sweet release.  It often takes 

severe trauma in our lives to get to the point that we realize we don’t have control 

– that we need to surrender it and hope. To reach the place that is pure faith – as 

the writer of Hebrews states, “Now faith is the assurance of things hoped for, the 

conviction of things not seen.”i 

 

What is a call?  How do we know our purpose? Before we “put the cart before the 

horse,” understand the foundation of the whole idea of being called.  We must want 

to hear it.  God can offer you multitudes of hints, directions, and disciplines but if 

you aren’t willing to receive them, God will not force you to.  We can go our entire 

lives choosing to ignore God’s touch – we are allowed to be stubborn and we are 

allowed to be rebellious and we are allowed to be ignorant and in doing all those 



things, we are making our own hell.  Moving with God and allowing God to live 

through you is so beautiful and so smooth and so heavenly but we have to be willing 

to take that first step, then the second, then the third…. and the journey 

continues one step at a time until we meet God face to face and return home.  And 

then God has more in store for us, greater than we can imagine. 

 

Back to your call – it’s that internal voice that keeps nagging at you, it’s that 

hunger that can’t be satisfied with anything else, and it’s the fire that burns 

within, the passion that whispers as you fall asleep.  It’s not loud and it requires 

quiet listening from deep within. I am convinced that calls happen to everyone all 

throughout their lives; little requests from God, medium-sized requests and 

sometimes big requests.  Our call might come in a series of small changes that lead 

us in directions that flow into a larger purpose.  I believe our call, our purpose 

always includes service, humility, willingness, and compassion.  For some, their call 

comes as a bolt of lightning in their lives for others it happens so gradually that it 

is sometimes hard to recognize. God will work miracles and wonders in our lives if 

we are willing.   

 

I used to meet with a pastor’s group and I remember one of them said something 

that was profound and made me look at Jesus’ baptism in a new light. When Jesus 

went to be baptized, he went to John, we read about that last week in our Gospel 

reading.  John did not think that he was worthy to baptize Jesus but Jesus 

insisted that this was God’s will.  John listened and responded by hearing Jesus and 

being willing – he baptized Jesus. Matthew tells us, “And when Jesus had been 

baptized, just as he came up from the water, suddenly the heavens were opened to 

him and he saw the Spirit of God descending like a dove and alighting on him. And a 

voice from heaven said, “This is my Son, the Beloved, with whom I am well 

pleased.’”ii Jesus went into the water with faith in what he did not see, he willingly 

trusted that God would show him and provide for him all that he needed. And then 

the heavens were opened to him and God’s call to him was clear. And so it is with 

us.  The prerequisite to understanding your purpose, your call, is to trust and throw 

yourself completely in the hands of the Living God – then God will reveal to you 

what your purpose is, bit by bit, step by step -  when only God knows that you are 

ready for the next direction, the next lesson. 

 

There is a story of a young woman who was walking with her mother in the garden 

one day; they were talking about God’s purpose for the young woman’s life.  She 

was feeling a bit insecure about what God had for her to do. Her mother walked up 



to a rosebush and handed her daughter a rosebud and told her to open it without 

tearing off any petals. The young woman looked in disbelief at her mother and was 

trying to figure out what a rosebud could possibly have to do with her wanting to 

know the WILL OF GOD for her life. Because of her love and respect for her 

mother, she proceeded to TRY to unfold the rose, while keeping every petal 

intact… 

 

It wasn’t long before she realized how impossible it was to do so. Noticing her 

daughter’s inability to unfold the rosebud while keeping it intact, the mother began 

to speak the following poem… 

 

It is only a tiny rosebud, 

A flower of GOD’s design; 

But I cannot unfold the petals 

With these clumsy hands of mine. 

The secret of unfolding flowers 

Is not known to such as I. 

GOD opens this flower so sweetly, 

When in my hands they fade and die. 

If I cannot unfold a rosebud, 

This flower of GOD’s design, 

Then how can I think I have wisdom 

To unfold this life of mine? 

So I’ll trust in Him for His leading 

Each moment of every day. 

I will look to Him for His guidance 

Each step of the pilgrim way. 

The pathway that lies before me, 

Only my heavenly Father knows. 

I’ll trust Him to unfold the moments, 

Just as He unfolds the rose.  

 

Let’s think about that. Amen. 

 

 

i Hebrews 11:1 NRSV 
ii Matthew 3:16-17 NRSV 

 


