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Open Invitation 
Isaiah 55:1-9 

  
                In our lesson for the day from the Hebrew Bible, the Prophet Isaiah describes a land 
that is a virtual desert.  It's a place of no food or water or comfort.  We don't have to look far in 
this Lenten Season to find people in 2019 who are also living in a desert, in a place of physical, 
spiritual and emotional want.  Maybe you find yourself in such a place. 

                For the past six years, I have been involved in Faith Linking in Action or FLIA.  On March 
3rd, Hammond Street was the second stop of a progressive dinner fundraiser for FLIA—which is 
a group of faith leaders and laity operating under the auspices of Food And Medicine.  Our 
mission has been to address the issue of poverty in Bangor and Brewer—trying to deal with the 
problems that begin upstream in our society.  Specifically in our work we have identified four 
areas which contain the most need for our local poor:  public transportation, jobs, child care, 
and food insecurity. 

                Speaking about the lack of food for God's people reminds me of the folks who come 
every week to the ecumenical food cupboard, who get in line for the free bean luncheon, who 
live at the homeless shelter and at Hope House, who knock on my office door, as well as those 
impoverished in our area who don't know anything about a loving God or Hammond Street 
Church.  They are men and women who spend all day every day in the desert. 

                I remember clearly at one of our first meetings of Faith Linking in Action in 2013, a 
friend whom I will call Vera gave her testimony.  She said she grew up in a broken home.  Her 
mother was an alcoholic and a drug addict.  Vera met her father when she was sixteen.  She 
said food stamps and state assistance were a way of life.  When she was grown, Vera said she 
believed "the world owed her big time." 

                Given the poor modeling she had received in her home, it didn't come as a surprise to 
hear Vera say that she became a drug addict and an alcoholic.  She joined a biker gang and 
started hanging out with a man 25 years her senior.  Then at age nineteen, Vera was busted for 
selling heroin.  It was her first brush with the law, and she was sent to prison for two years. 

                As Vera told it, there is something about living in a concrete cell that has a way of 
centering your thoughts.  For the first time in her life, Vera began reading the Bible.  She was 
like Isaiah’s person in the desert, craving bread and water.  As Vera began to read those pages, 
she was offered the refreshment of the Gospel.  It was then and there that Vera resolved to 
lead a new life.  She was diagnosed as a pre-diabetic and changed her diet when she was no 
longer incarcerated.  The angry young woman has been replaced by a person whose ethic is 
selflessness.  As Vera told our group, "If I have two rolls of toilet paper, I will give you one.  If I 
have a sweater, I’ll give that to you to put on." 



                Vera is married to a man going through drug rehab and anger management and is the 
mother of two boys.  Despite those very real challenges and ongoing health problems, Vera has 
found refreshment in the desert.  Her favorite pastime is sharing the good news of the Gospel 
with anyone who will listen.  I thank God for her life and for her witness. 

                Lent is the season for self-examination.  It is a time to take stock of our spiritual selves, 
as we may not realize how far we have wandered away from God.  In Grand Canyon National 
Park and around the Southeastern United States where the humidity is very low, they post signs 
that say this:  "Stop!  Drink water.  You are thirsty, whether you realize it or not."  Sometimes in 
pursuit of a raise or a job promotion, or simply the daily demands of life, we may not be 
immediately aware that life has lost its meaning.  (Daniel Debevoise, Feasting on the Word Year 
C, Vol. 2).  Without knowing it, you and I may suddenly find ourselves in a spiritual desert.  
When that happens, our Biblical word from Isaiah can bring refreshment. 

                Today’s lesson is nine short verses that talk about the character of God.  In 
summarizing our passage of the morning, one commentator has spoken of our God this way: 

God loves us, no matter what, and reaches out to us even (or especially) in the worst of times, 
making promises that are not just pie-in-the sky, not just theoretical.  God promises the things 
that we most yearn for, deep down in our hearts, the very basics of life:  homecoming when 
we're lost or far away, a rich feast when we're hungry, flowing fresh water to satisfy our thirst, 
and a community of hope when we long for meaning in our lives--something greater than 
ourselves, in which and through which we might be a blessing to the whole world.  Oh, and 
another thing:  there will be no cost affixed to this wonderful feast, no price of admission, and 
everyone (even people you would never expect) will be invited to the party (Kathryn M. 
Matthews, "Open Invitation," Sermon Seeds. ucc.org).  It is an open invitation. 

                The first line of our scripture, which is titled "An Invitation to Abundant Life," begins 
this way:  "Ho, everyone who thirsts, come to the waters; and you that have no money, come 
buy wine and milk without money and without price."  Truly this is the prophet's call to 
experience the sweetest life imaginable--given freely at no cost. 

                Perhaps you remember the story told to me by a friend of mine who was boarding a 
ship before going through the Suez Canal.  He had done his tourist thing and had done his share 
of haggling with vendors.  My friend was out of time and money.  As he approached the ship's 
gangplank, there was one more vendor to get by.  The man was selling wooden camels.  "Here," 
the vendor shouted to my friend, "just for you!  Three dollar."  My friend shook his head and 
waved his hand.  "How about two dollar?  Beautiful camel just for you."  "No, sorry," my friend 
said.  "I have all the camels I need."  "Mister, how about one dollar then?" said the persistent 
vendor.  Then came a blast of the ship's horn.  "Gotta go!" said my friend.  And with that the 
street vendor thrust the camel into his hands.  "Here," he said, "take it!  Gift from me to you."  
That’s the way our God operates, but without the bargaining, the back-and-forth.  Wine and 
milk--and wooden camels--are all free in God's realm! 

                We are told the beautiful lines from Isaiah 55 come from the Book of Comfort 
addressed to the Hebrew people in exile in Babylon--almost six hundred years before Jesus 
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(Matthews).  So Isaiah is writing to a people in captivity.  They are anxious for a word of hope, a 
message that will reassure them in the present and promise them a different way of life once 
they are back home. 

                I am reminded in this context of letters I have written to inmates in prison.  What I 
figure these men don't need to hear about is the problems and difficulties I am experiencing 
with daily life.  They want to hear something lighter, something with a note of promise in it, 
something that will take their minds off prison life. 

                In this letter to the Babylonian exiles, Isaiah has chosen a similar tack.  He calls up the 
memory of Israel’s greatest king.  He knows that will stir their national pride.  Further Isaiah 
says the bond that God makes with the Jewish people will be forever:  "I will make with you an 
everlasting covenant, my steadfast, sure love for David.  See, I made him a witness to the 
peoples, a leader and commander for the peoples."  

                But even as the prophet rekindles Israel’s glorious past, so he also challenges them to 
live their lives with purpose and meaning; it is a word that could just as directly be applied to a 
21st century audience as one thousands of years ago:  "Why do you spend your money for that 
which is not bread, and your labor for that which does not satisfy?" 

                In remembering back to a call he made years ago on a woman in his congregation, the 
late Fred Craddock remembers about the unsatisfying things of life: 

                I went to see a lady in our church who was facing surgery.  I went to see her in the 
hospital.  She had never been in the hospital before, and the surgery was major.  I walked in 
there.  She was a nervous wreck, and she started crying.  She wanted me to pray with her which 
I did.  By her bed there was a stack of books and magazines:  True Love, Mirror, Hollywood 
Today, stuff about Elizabeth Taylor and folk.  She just had a stack of them there, and she was a 
wreck.  It occurred to me, there's not a calorie in that whole stack to help her through her 
experience.  She had no place to dip down into a reservoir and come up with something—a 
word, a phrase, a thought, an idea, a memory, a person.  Just empty (Fred B. Craddock, 
Craddock Stories, reprinted in Alive Now, May/June 2003). 

                Why are we doing the things we are doing, Isaiah wants to know, when it doesn't 
make us any happier or more fulfilled?  Indeed, a majority of Americans living today are said to 
hate their jobs.  And so the prophet is asking--then and now--why do you allow that to happen? 

                On the other hand, "…maybe we need to be a little hungry, a little homesick, not for 
'what does not satisfy,' but for God and for the gifts of God.”  One Biblical scholar claims that 
'hope is preceded by longing,' and reassures that only one thing is required:  thirst" (Matthews 
quoting Tim Shapero). 

                When a commentator on this passage was a child, he remembers his mother calling 
him to supper:  "Come and get it!"  That was the sweetest sound ever to a little boy.  It wasn't a 
command but "good news."  both he and his brother were eager to run home, just as the 
people in exile so long ago would have been thrilled by the invitation to experience free food, 



wine, milk, and the restoration of lost things (Timothy Zaleska, The Lectionary Commentary:  
The Old Testament and Acts). 

                That restoration makes me think of Vera’s victory statement and Fred Craddock’s 
parishioner lying in the hospital bed.  One found her way back, and the other had no idea how 
to begin that journey.  At the end of Craddock's piece, he says this: 

                How marvelous is the life of the person who like a wise homemaker, when the berries 
and fruits and vegetables are ripe, puts them away in jars and cans in the cellar.  Then when the 
ground is cold, icy and barren and nothing seems alive, she goes down into the cellar, comes up, 
and it's May and June at her family's table.  How blessed is that person (Craddock). 

                And that word brings you and me to the here and now.  On the first Sunday in April, I 
will be extending an open invitation to all of you who are hungry and thirsty to experience the 
elements of life that do satisfy.  Let the words of Isaiah be our call to this great feast: 

"Seek the lord while he may be found, call upon him while he is near; let the wicked forsake 
their way, and the unrighteous their thoughts; let them return to the Lord, that he may have 
mercy on them, and to our God, for he will abundantly pardon." 
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