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3rd Sunday in Lent

Isaiah 55: 1-9

Growing up, I remember we had a bell that hung by the back door.  It was used to call the dog inside and the kids to dinner.  I spent a lot of time playing next door with my dear friend Ellen, but when I heard the bell I knew it was time to come home because dinner was ready. 

Did you know that after the phrases “I love you” and “I’m sorry”, the phrase we most often want to hear is “Dinner is ready”?  It’s true, and though the statistic struck me as odd the first time I heard it, there’s almost as much comfort in hearing “dinner is ready” as there is in “I love you” and “I’m sorry”, because it means someone loves you enough to feed you.

“Dinner is ready”, my Mom would call, but I have to admit that as nice as those words were to hear, there were times when I didn’t want to go home for dinner.  I was having too much fun playing and didn’t want to be bothered by dinner.

In the Isaiah reading that XX read today, the prophet finds himself talking to these two groups of people-those that love hearing the words “dinner is ready”, and those who are having so much fun playing they don’t want to stop.

“Dinner is ready” Isaiah tells the exiled Jews, and that would have sounded like music to some of the people’s hungry hearts.  But others are having so much fun playing, they don’t want to be interrupted.  

Our passage comes from Isaiah’s beautiful Book of Comfort.  It’s almost 600 years before Jesus.  The book is addressed to the Jewish people living in exile in Babylon.  They’re living there because their country was utterly destroyed by the Babylonians; they’ve been taken captive and forced to live in their captor’s country.  Some of them hate living there and they want to go home.  But some of them have made the most of a horrible situation and, truth be told, they’re getting along OK.  They’ve made the most of it and they’re living a fairly comfortable life.  So, while some of them really need to be assured that even in exile, God is there for them and loves them, there are others who are blissfully ignorant of the fact that even though they’re leading comfortable lives, they’re still exiles.  They’re still outsiders, unwanted and unloved.  

It’s not easy to speak to these two different groups at once, but Isaiah succeeds in our little passage.  To the group without hope he says, “Dinner is ready, and it’s free.  You don’t need any money to buy this milk or water.  God offers everything you need in life, and it won’t cost you a thing.”  That’s in verses 1 and 2.  But in verses 3 and 4 he speaks to the other group:  Hey, you guys who think everything is just fine:  I got news for you:  you’re thirsty and you don’t even know it.  You’re spending your money and time on things that don’t even matter.  So please, stop and listen to me and stop consuming that junk food, because God offers you something so much better.

In the Grand Canyon National Park, there are signs that say, “Stop! Drink water.  You are thirsty whether you realize it or not!”  The signs are needed because the humidity is so low there people don’t even know they’re thirsty and need the reminder to quench their unknown thirst.  Isaiah’s words are like those signs, “You’re thirsty and you don’t even know it.”  You’re spending time and money on things that don’t even satisfy you when God is right there, waiting to satisfy.  That is what Isaiah told the Israelites nearly 2500 years ago, and it’s this word of God that comes to us today.  “You’re thirsty and you don’t even know it.”  You’re spending time and money on things that don’t even satisfy you when God is right there, waiting to satisfy.  

And it’s an important word, because we spend an awful lot of time and money on things that don’t bring satisfaction.  As one writer put it, “Despite an astonishing appetite for life, more and more Americans are feeling overworked and dissatisfied. In the world’s most affluent nation, epidemic rates of stress, anxiety, depression, obesity and time urgency are now grudgingly accepted as part of everyday existence….”  To quote Mick Jagger, “I can’t get no satisfaction.”  But we keep on spending money and time on things that don’t bring any lasting satisfaction, wandering the great wasteland of Babylon even though God is right there offering us some really good food.

John Ortberg is a pastor and a parent.   Here's something humorous he wrote about our quest to find satisfaction in the emptiest of places:

When we take our children to the shrine of "the Golden Arches," they always want the same thing. If they get it, the trip is a success; if not, it is sheer misery.  The odd part is that what they are after is not the food. They want the prize. The prize...is...worth maybe 10 cents; but for the moment, getting it is all that matters.

McDonald's, in a fit of marketing genius, gave [a] package of food and [this] prize a special name: the Happy Meal. You're not just buying fries, McNuggets, and a dinosaur stamp, you're buying happiness. 

Ortberg describes standing at counter, trying to talk them out of getting one:

...the cry goes up, "I want a Happy Meal!" All over the restaurant, people crane their necks to look at the tightfisted, penny-pinching cheapskate of a parent who would deny a child the meal of great joy.  So I buy each child his own, and they're happy--at least, for a minute and 30 seconds. The problem with the Happy Meal is that the Happy wears off. ... No child discovers lasting happiness in one. Years later, no child says, "Remember that Happy Meal? What great joy I found there."

Ortberg goes on to point out that when we get older, our "Happy Meals" change their form.  We adults are bombarded all day long with messages that tell us happiness is only one step away if we'll just use this /eat /wear /try /drive /or own this.

“Why do you spend your money for that which is not bread, and your labor for that which does not satisfy,” Isaiah wants to know?  It’s a 2500-year-old question, but it’s as pertinent now as it was back then.  And it’s a very pertinent question for Lent, which calls us, as I have been reminding you every Sunday, to do some deep cleaning of our souls.  

Most of you probably know that for Lent, I’ve given up mindless surfing of the Internet.  When I decided to give this up, I wasn’t sure how it was supposed to help me deep clean my soul or grow closer to God, but I knew that it was taking up too much of my time and that it was no longer satisfying.  And yet I’d continue to surf the net.  Now, 3 weeks into my Lenten discipline, I can tell you that it’s helping me do that deep cleaning.  For one thing, every time I find myself straying into that mindless territory, I’m reminded that it’s Lent which I think is a good thing.  I’m also forced to choose some other activity-and for the most part, they’ve been better activities.  But one side affect it’s had on me that I didn’t expect was that I’m saving money!  I don’t see things online that I want because I don’t know they are there.  My Lenten discipline has sharpened my focus, so now when I hear Isaiah’s question, “Why do you spend your money for that which is not bread, and your labor for that which does not satisfy,” my only answer is that the Babylonian culture in which we live tells me to, tells me I can’t live without it, tells me I’ll be happy-which are all really bad reasons.  

The culture tells us it’s OK to consume as much junk as we want, and we do that even when it doesn’t bring us satisfaction.  Isaiah tells us today to stop shopping at the Babylonian bakery because God’s nutritious hot meal is so much better for our souls and not only that but it’s free!  There’s nothing you need to do to get a seat at the table-you don’t need to make a reservation, buy a ticket, or stop at the ATM for cash.  All you need to do is come.  No matter how broke you are, how hungry you are, how lonely you are, or how desperate you are, God is near, and the table has been set with rich food.  You can stop searching in vain and spending your time and money on useless things, because dinner is ready and God offers you everything you need. 

Saint Augustine, the 5th Century theologian, came to faith after years of intellectual and spiritual wandering.  He had lived a life that he had tried to fill with everything from rigorous scholarship to serious partying in his quest to find some satisfaction.  Eventually, he would come to pray, “Our hearts are restless until they find their rest in Thee.” 

On Saturdays in the grocery stores or Sam’s Club there are always nice ladies who invite us to sample this or that new cheese and cracker or cookie or pizza.  I don’t know about you, but so many times when they offer me something I’m rushing around trying to get out of the store as quickly as possible-I have other things to do and other things on my mind-but there they are trying to get me to change course and try their sample.  

Isaiah is trying to get us to take a sample but in a much bigger and more profound way.  Isaiah wants us to know that God is trying to tell us something, especially those of us who are too busy to be distracted by the ladies at the grocery store.  “Yo,” Isaiah says, you need to slow down and get in touch with God.  Why are you spending money and time on those things that don’t even satisfy you when God is offering you so much more?  

God is right here, just like those persistent grocery store ladies, offering us some really good food.  God offers us the very basics of life: homecoming when we’re lost, food when we’re hungry, fresh water to satisfy our thirst, and a community of hope when we long for meaning in our lives.  Oh, and one more thing, there’s no price of admission to this wonderful feast and everyone is invited to the party.  So stop shopping at the Babylonian grocery store because you really don’t need what they offer.

Amen.

You, you give!
You have given light and life to the world;
You have given your only Son;
You have given yourself to us;
You have given and forgiven,
          and you remember our sin no more.
And we, in response, are takers:
          we take eagerly what you give us;
          we take from our neighbors at hand…from
          unseen neighbors greedily…from weak neighbors…
          we take all we can lay our hands on.
          Our taking does not match your giving.
In this Lenten season revise our taking,
          that it may be grateful and disciplined,
          even as you give in ways generous and
          overwhelming.

          Walter Brueggemann
          Prayers for a Privileged People
Lord on this third Sunday in Lent
we come to you with all that we are and all that we have.  We come and hungry and thirsty, trying to find some satisfaction in our lives.  We know you offer us true satisfaction, yet we still spend our time and money on those things don’t bring any satisfaction, wandering the great Babylonian wasteland.  Help us to turn away from that and turn toward you, where you offer us your never-ending love and care.

 
Lord we lift up to you those with illnesses,
those with unmet needs,
those with financial problems,
t hose with brokenness in their lives.
May your tender loving mercy be poured into their lives
into the places it is most needed like warm soothing salve.

Lord we pray our communities where hardship is present,
where there are the homeless,
where there is traumatic violence,
where there are job losses and fear.
Pour your tender mercy into our communities
so that they may have justice that rolls down like water.

Lord we pray for our country with the divisions,
discontentment,
financial problems abound,
pour your tender loving mercy into our nation
healing and redeeming us.

Lord we pray for our world where there is starvation,
poverty, ongoing war,
slavery and abuse of power,
pour your tender loving mercy into our world
so that your Kingdom may come and your will be done.
Amen. 
Luke 13:1-9 

1At that very time there were some present who told him about the Galileans whose blood Pilate had mingled with their sacrifices. 2He asked them, "Do you think that because these Galileans suffered in this way they were worse sinners than all other Galileans? 3No, I tell you; but unless you repent, you will all perish as they did. 4Or those eighteen who were killed when the tower of Siloam fell on them — do you think that they were worse offenders than all the others living in Jerusalem? 5No, I tell you; but unless you repent, you will all perish just as they did." 

6Then he told this parable: "A man had a fig tree planted in his vineyard; and he came looking for fruit on it and found none. 7So he said to the gardener, 'See here! For three years I have come looking for fruit on this fig tree, and still I find none. Cut it down! Why should it be wasting the soil?' 8He replied, 'Sir, let it alone for one more year, until I dig around it and put manure on it. 9If it bears fruit next year, well and good; but if not, you can cut it down.'" 

If you came looking for a little R and R this morning, you’ve come to the right place.  If you’re hungry, you’ve come to the right place.  And if you’re flat broke, you’ve come to the right place.  And if you don’t fit into any of those categories well . . .I still think you’ve come to the right place.

Today we’re going to diverge just a bit from our journey to Jerusalem and focus instead on the lovely reading XX read from Isaiah.  “Ho, everyone who thirsts, come to the waters; and you that have no money, come, buy and eat!  Come, buy wine and milk without money and without price.”  Whoever said there’s no such thing as a free lunch has never read this little piece from Isaiah, because according to the prophet Isaiah, God is more than willing to offer us a free lunch.

Isaiah offers to us in these short 9 verses the heart of the Biblical message, which is that God loves us, no matter what, and reaches out to us in the worst of times.  

I’m going to assume that very few of us have been exiled from our homes and forced to live in a foreign country like the Jews were in Isaiah’s story.  But at some point in our lives most of us have chosen to live in exile-we’ve left home to go and live somewhere new by our own choosing.  But for others of us, circumstances beyond our control have put us in a figurative place of exile where we’re living a life we didn’t imagine we’d be living.  But no matter if we’ve chosen our place of exile, or the place of exile has been forced upon us, we’ve experienced home sickness; we’ve longed for a loved one to greet us with open arms and a hot meal.  And so, in a way, we can relate to the place where the Jews find themselves.

It’s this word of comfort that Isaiah offers them today, because the people are badly in need of some hope.  They’re hungry for hope.  They want to know that someday, there captivity will end and they’ll go home and return to their native land where God is waiting for them with open arms and a hot meal.

Lent challenges to us to search inside ourselves for that which fills us up but brings no satisfaction.

