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1. The Three Rs 

Who can remember the 3 ‘R’s’? Reading, writing and 

‘rithmetic – a classic 19th century saying, which we still 

sometimes refer to when we say that schools should be 

teaching children the 3 R’s – meaning the basic building blocks 

of education. (Lewis Carroll parodied these in Alice in 

Wonderland, where the Mock Turtle refers to ‘reeling, writhing 

and the 4 branches of ‘rithmetic’ – ambition, distraction, 

uglification and derision). 

 

More recently, the 3 R’s have been adopted by the 

environmental movement, where they are used to refer to 

‘reduce, re-use, recycle’. 

 

But I want to suggest another set of 3 Rs,  - a sequence found 

in all 3 of today’s Bible readings, and which applies also in our 

lives: in the sphere of politics; in the church and in matters of 

personal faith too. 

 

These are ‘recognise; recover, respond’. 

 

2. These 3 Rs in our readings 

Let me explain. The sequence is clearest in our Old 

Testament Reading, from the book of Isaiah. It is a passage 

that may be familiar.  It starts with a vision of God, after 

which the prophet says ‘woe is me, for I am a man of unclean 

lips, and I live among a people of unclean lips’. This is what 

I am calling recognition. Then recovery is brought about 

through the touching of his lips with a coal from the altar. 

Finally, he responds: ‘here am I, send me’. 

 

This passage is one traditionally read at ordination services, 

and it is also the passage that underpins 2 of our hymns 

today: ‘Bright the vision that delighted,’ which we have just 

sung, and our final hymn, with its question ‘whom shall I 

send’ and response - ‘here I am, lord, is it I, lord?...I will go, 

Lord…’ 

 

From the New Testament, we have just heard Luke’s version 

of the calling of the disciples, particularly Simon Peter. 

Luke’s gospel was introduced by a statement that he set out 

to present ‘an orderly account’. He has more content relating 

to the birth of Jesus than others of the gospels, then proceeds 

chronologically to two incidents from the childhood of Jesus, 

then to his baptism, to his temptation in the wilderness and 
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then to his teaching at Nazareth, when he was rejected. At the 

start of the reading we heard today, we know from the fact that 

Jesus healed the mother-in-law of Simon that these fishermen 

knew this local preacher, and that he was respected by them. In 

the reading itself, Jesus appropriates one of their boats as a way 

of being able to speak to the crowd from a distance rather than 

being overwhelmed to the extent that he would not have been 

heard. We then hear that ‘when he had finished speaking’, 

Jesus tells Simon to let down the nets again. Simon is sceptical, 

but clearly there is enough respect for Jesus for him to comply, 

even after the nets had been cleaned. The miraculous catch that 

results leads to Simon’s moment of recognition of his own 

sinfulness: ‘Go away from me, Lord, for I am a sinful man’.  

 

For Isaiah, it was a fantastic vision of God’s glory that brought 

about this crunch moment when he recognised his own 

unworthiness; for Simon an incident that upended his 

considerable professional experience. Yet the reaction is the 

same. So too is the response, which I have called ‘recovery.’ 

Jesus tells Simon ‘do not be afraid’. This sense of his own lack 

of worth should not hold him back. Instead, he gives Simon a 

job: ‘from now on, you will be catching people’.  The older 

translation ‘fishers of men’ is more poetic, if less politically 

correct! And like, Isaiah, Simon responds: ‘they left 

everything and followed Jesus’. 

 

You can if you wish look for this sequence in the reading we 

did not hear today. Paul writes about the resurrection, but in 

so doing, he speaks of his own conversion: his recognition 

that he had got it all wrong when he persecuted the 

Christians; the grace of God which brought recovery and his 

response by outdoing others in proclaiming the gospel.  
 

3. In our lives today? 

I claimed that these 3 ‘Rs’ are relevant to us now, both in 

public life and in term of our faith. Let’s take the sphere of 

politics first. 

 

‘I get it’ says Boris. Here we have at least a statement of 

recognition of what has been wrong. As a nation, we hope 

that the Government, whoever is in charge, will to be able to 

recover, leave behind wrangling about what has happened, 

and respond in a proper fashion. Whether this happens, we 

shall see, and it may in part be linked to whether the 

recognition has really gone deep enough. 
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In the church, we are embarking upon a process called ‘Living 

in Love and Faith’, which starts from the recognition that we 

have not listened properly to those in society who are 

homosexual and who have found themselves often rejected by 

the church. The course we are following is one that sees our sin 

not in having been wrong, but in having failed to listen well to 

each other. We seek to recover and respond not simply by 

being more inclusive, but by going back to basic principles of 

learning from each others’ experience. The process recognises 

that differences of opinion will remain. The church is saying ‘I 

get it’ and seeking a way to respond to the challenges. This is 

also the case in terms of the scandalous cases of child abuse 

within the church. Recognition has led to a determination to 

respond well. 

 

So what about us and our own personal faith? I wonder 

whether you can think of an incident or moment which brought 

you to recognise that you needed to re-think; that you had got 

something wrong or needed to revise your approach or take 

something more seriously? It is unlikely to have been 

a vision like that of Isaiah, or a miracle like that by the sea of 

Galilee.  It may have been negative or positive in itself: a 

bereavement, seeing someone upset by something you have 

said unthinkingly, or perhaps the example of someone 

behaving in a way that puts you to shame, or inspires you. it 

may be seeing a starving child or refugee on the news – 

seeing in a new way that convicts your prior complacency. 

Whatever brings you to that crunch moment of recognition 

of a better way, it is important that it is followed by 

recovery; by the knowledge that you are loved by God and 

that whatever has been wrong so far, whatever you have 

either done wrong or omitted to do, can be forgiven. None of 

us has to carry baggage of regret or repentance around in 

future.  And so to response: this is not an effort, but 

something that flows naturally from receiving the message of 

forgiveness and unconditional love. 

 

I have sometimes wondered about the gospels when they say 

that the disciples ‘immediately’ left their nets and followed 

Jesus. Yet I find in my own life that true recognition of my 

mistakes, true recovery through accepting God’s 

forgiveness, does lead almost without thought to a wish to 

respond – although it can take a bit longer to work out what 

form that response should take. 

 

In all our services, we place confession of sins near the start, 

as we come into God’s presence. Insofar as we do this week 

by week, it can be rather artificial, often rote like, but it 
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points to an underlying process or progression that is integral to 

our faith.  This is what I have called the three Rs of 

recognition, recovery and response. As we see a new way, 

and lay down a burden of guilt or regret, we are led to respond 

to God by taking the message of love and forgiveness on, in 

order to fulfil our own calling or potential in how we live, how 

we relate to others, in where we put our energy and how we 

spend our time, and so extend his kingdom or rule in our lives 

and in the world. 

Amen 

 


