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SUMMARY
Lent is an invitation to a banquet. But how will we respond?

AT A GLANCE
Although Covid-19 has made it hard to throw parties in the past two years, parties still happen. Fancy parties usually require an RSVP to an invitation. Online responses can range from staid to amusing to hilarious. Today’s Isaiah text is an invitation. Will we “joyfully accept”? Or are we even remotely interested? 

ALTERNATE READINGS
For material based on today’s gospel text, see “The Lost Art of Waiting,” March 3, 2013. 

For the past two years, it’s been difficult to throw a party, especially when the governor issues a “stay in place” order and everyone is wearing masks. But we’re Americans! We will find a way! Thus, the occasional tailgating party at a football game, bonfires on the beach or family picnics in the park. These are informal affairs and require only informal invitations.
But for anything that rises above the level of hotdogs and burgers served from the back of a pickup, or s’mores on the beach, invitations of a more formal nature may be required.
In what we would call the “olden days”  what our children would call “ancient history”  formal invitations would be sent to an engraver for calligraphy treatment and engraving. Cards would be hand-delivered or sent through the U.S. Postal Service. 
Today, unless we inhabit a social stratosphere occupied by the upper half-percent of the population who can afford to do things the hard way, we send electronic or digital invitations to graduation and wedding ceremonies, bridal and baby showers, birthday parties, quinceañera celebrations, sorority soirees, housewarming parties or even a fancy-schmancy dinner party. Websites that cater to our need to be the inviter of invitees abound. A few of them are greenvelope.com, punchbowl.com, evite.com, paperlesspost.com, minted.com, canva.com, simplytoimpress.com, smilebox.com, etc. You could do it the traditional way with paper and envelopes (sometimes nested one inside the other), but it’s expensive, labor-intensive, difficult to collect all the RSVPs, and it might take a while for the invitation to meander through the postal system. The invitation could even be lost or set aside in the invitee’s stack of junk mail.
Not good. Online invitations minimize or solve these problems. 

God’s Favorite Invitation
Of course, God does not have these kinds of issues to deal with. When God wants to say something, something is said. When God wants to invite someone, someone is invited. When God extends a hand to a group of people, or even a nation, or even the world, God extends that hand and is pleased when the providential and salvific hand is grasped in the grip of faith.
In our text, God uses a different method to send an invitation: a prophet. In verses 1-3, the prophet utters a dozen imperative verbs, a full one-third of which are the command to “come.” Come to the waters; come, buy and eat; come, buy; come to me, he cries. And then in verse 9, he adds, “Seek the LORD while he may be found, call upon him while he is near; … return to the LORD, that he may have mercy on [you] and to our God, for he will abundantly pardon” (vv. 6-7).
Sounds like an invitation. And if it sounded familiar to the ears of Isaiah’s readers, that’s only because it was. In those days, a recently crowned king would celebrate his ascension to the throne by announcing that his royal subjects were released from all debts. They were given a fresh start. This was only the beginning. To celebrate the king’s new rule, he often called for a banquet. In towns, villages and hamlets, food was copious, and wine flowed freely. It was all designed to signal the dawning of a new day under the beneficent reign of a new king.
Enter Isaiah, acting as a herald for the new king: “Ho, everyone who thirsts, come to the waters!” (v. 1).
So Lent is an invitation! What will our RSVP or response card say? If we respond to the Lord as we might to a traditional party invitation, we might answer the invite in one of three ways, to wit: 
· Joyfully Accepts 
· Regretfully Declines 
· Not Sure
Let’s look at each of these responses.

Joyfully Accepts 
The prophet of our text is joyful and excited. He has no doubt already sent his RSVP by choosing the “joyfully accepts” option. And why not? Look at all the benefits:
· Free food! “You that have no money, come, buy and eat! Come, buy wine and milk without money and without price” (v. 2). If something is offered to you, and you don’t need money, and it has no price tag, it’s free, right? Why would you not want to accept this offer? 
· Free booze. “Wine … without money and without price” (v. 2). Again, what’s not to like about this party?
· Guaranteed entrance. To get into this party, all you need to do is show up at the door! No bouncers are going to turn you away. “Come!” This word is used four times in the first three verses of the text. If you answer God’s call, accepting the divine invitation, you will not be turned away! 
This invitation of amazing grace is far-ranging, casting a big, divine net of mercy and forgiveness. For we all are sinners, we are all thirsty, we are all in need of divine food, and God is ready and willing to satisfy our need.
Lent is an invitation to a party, a party at which our hunger can be sated, our thirst can be quenched and where we will not be turned away. 

Regretfully Declines 
Of course, we might decide that we’re not interested. True, you may forever regret the decision. But, you say in your heart, right now it is not convenient. It’s not the right time for me to …
· be open about my faith;
· offer forgiveness;
· agree to make a fresh start;
· confess that I am unworthy; or
· get too religious.
Or you might check the box for “Regretfully Declines” because you have “other engagements.” You’re really a little too busy right now to get serious about faith and the practice of faith. Everyone wants a piece of you, and there’s not enough “you” to go around. This sounds like the invitation of a lifetime, but it comes at a really bad time. “I’ll have to take a raincheck. Sorry.”
“Other engagements” is a big problem, especially for those in the middle years of their lives. This is a time for sowing the seeds of future financial security; this is a time to be in the fields from dawn until dusk. This is also when family obligations are the most demanding. Marriages are contracted, relationships formed, children are raised and enrolled in school, music lessons, T-ball, ballet classes and swimming lessons. On top of this, everyone needs some “me time” to relax among friends, or enjoy a pickup basketball game or a girls’ night out.
We are very busy. We truly do have “other engagements,” and this may not be a good thing. Dr. Michael Zigarelli, associate professor of Management at the Charleston Southern University School of Business, conducted a five-year study called The Obstacles to Growth Survey based on data gathered from the responses of more than 20,000 people worldwide who self-identified as Christians. The study revealed that, on average, more than 4 in 10 Christians around the world say they “often” or “always” rush from task to task. The respondents also said that “it’s ‘often’ or ‘always’ true that ‘the busyness of life gets in the way of developing my relationship with God.’”
All this rushing from task to task takes time  career time, family time, me time. 
There’s little left for God time.

Not Sure
Today’s text advises us to “seek the LORD while he may be found, call upon him while he is near” (v. 6), to “return to the LORD … and to our God” (v. 7). This sounds like an intriguing offer. According to the Bible, if we accept, God will “have mercy” on us and will “abundantly pardon” us. In other words, this is an invitation to a fresh start, a new beginning.
Some of us like this idea  a lot. But we’re not sure. We’re saying to God, “Let me think about it for a while.” Or, we say “Maybe …” Whether or not I accept your gracious invitation sort of depends on circumstances. I am in the middle of things right now, but I might get clarity soon, and when I do, I will be able to say whether I am all in, or all out. I’m just not sure.
It’s normal to be cautious when making new commitments or accepting invitations. Whatever we RSVP, we want to honor it, particularly if we eventually accept. 
Choosing to RSVP to God by checking “Not sure” is not necessarily a bad thing. It could mean simply that you’re taking stock of your life. You’re trying to decide what’s important in your life.
Cable-TV pioneer, social entrepreneur, author and venture philanthropist Bob Buford, writing in his book, Halftime: Changing Your Game Plan from Success to Significance, says that “for the second half of life to be better than the first, you must make the choice to step outside of the safety of living on autopilot. You must wrestle with who you are, why you believe what you profess to believe about your life, and what you do to provide meaning and structure to your daily activities and relationships.”
Many people struggle to define what’s important in life. They’re not sure. This is what’s so great about Lent. It’s a time to find out! Buford says we might ask ourselves the question, “What’s the one thing — not two things, not three, not four, but the one big thing — in the box?”
Jesus said, “But strive first for the kingdom of God and his righteousness, and all these things will be given to you as well” (Matthew 6:33). In other words, God is the one thing in the box; everything else will fall into place.

How Should We Respond?
“Ho, everyone who thirsts, come to the waters; and you that have no money, come, buy and eat! Come, buy wine and milk.” It’s a fabulous invitation. And there’s a guarantee that comes with it. When you RSVP “joyfully accepts,” God will not forget.
This is important to mention, because sometimes wedding guests, for example, will forget to write their names on response cards, and the host doesn’t have a clue who has responded! Or the host may lose the card and be surprised when the guest appears! 
This doesn’t happen when we accept the invitation to God’s banquet! God knows who we are and invites us to attend the feast that’s been prepared for us “before the foundation of the world”  a feast featuring those from “every tribe and nation, language and people.”
To that end, let us pray  in the words of the liturgy:
By your Spirit make us one with Christ, 
One with each other,
And one in ministry to all the world, 
Until Christ comes in final victory 
And we feast at his heavenly banquet.
Through your Son Jesus Christ,
With the Holy Spirit in your holy church,
All honor and glory is yours, Almighty Father, 
Now and forever.
Amen!
—Timothy Merrill and Carl Wilton contributed to this material.
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THE OTHER TEXTS
Psalm 63:1-8 
What Does the Text Say?
Psalm 63 has long been sung as a morning psalm of the church. It expresses joyful, longing praise to God in times of outside threats and wakeful nights. The expression “sing for joy” (v. 7) appears seven times in the Psalms and seven times in Isaiah. The setting (v. 1a) is the wilderness of Judah, where in the days before David ruled as king, he led a large roving band of soldiers (see such passages as 1 Samuel 23:13-15). His life was threatened by King Saul, with whom he had a complicated relationship. When David was awake in the night, his heart turned toward God. Notice the parallel expressions in verse 1b (emphases added): “My God, I seek you = my soul thirsts for you = my flesh faints for you.” The dry, weary, waterless land is both literal and metaphorical. Just as David longed for daily sources of fresh water to slake his thirst, so his spirit yearned for the regular renewal of God’s thirst-quenching life within. Moreover, similar expressions appear in verses 3-5: “My lips will praise you … I will bless you … I will lift up my hands [giving bodily expression to prayerful praise] and call on your name [the very being and character of God] … My mouth praises you with joyful lips.” David owes everything to God’s steadfast love (hésed). David is “satisfied,” for to have God is to have enough, as after a tasty, filling meal. The sanctuary (v. 2) was either the tabernacle or the temple (if part of the psalm was written after David’s time), where the psalmist remembers experiencing God’s glorious, powerful presence. In the night, David thinks of (remembers/calls to mind) his God. He meditates (mutters aloud) to him (prayerful meditation was most often verbal, not silent). David thinks of God because, in the past, God has been his help, so David sings for joy, entrusting his life to God. “In the shadow of your wings” alludes to avian parental protective refuge (see Psalms 17:8; 36:7; 57:1; and Ruth 2:12). So, David clings to God, whose powerful right hand saves David from harm.
What Is One Possible Approach to the Text?
Identifying Our God. In verse 1, David says, “O God, you are my God.” So, the question of which God David has embraced is settled. Not that it was in any doubt. David settles it here. But have we? Have we identified the God who will be our Lord and Master? It will help to ask some questions. What or whom do we seek? (v. 1) What does our soul thirst and ache for? (v. 1) Where do we go to find our God? (v. 2) About what or whom do we chatter and praise, gushing with admiration and enthusiasm? (v. 3) About what and whom will our body go crazy with joy and happiness? (v. 4) What or who really satisfies us at a deep level? (v. 5) When we go to bed, what or who is in our thoughts? (v. 6) Whom do we want to be around all the time? (vv. 7-8) Answer these questions and you will identify your god.

1 Corinthians 10:1-13 
What Does the Text Say?
Given the Corinthians’ problem with arrogance about their wisdom, it is ironic that Paul begins this section of the letter saying, “I do not want you to be unaware …” (v. 1). In verses 2-4, Paul retells the Exodus story with his own particular twist, giving it a distinctly Christological spin. If Paul’s Christological bent was not already obvious, verse 4b makes it clear. Paul alludes to the account of the Israelites drinking water from a rock at Meribah (Exodus 17:1-7). However, Paul here goes so far as to claim to know the identity of the rock. The rock was Christ. The point of Paul’s retelling of the Exodus story is to highlight the theme of judgment and to provide a warning to the Corinthians. Although God delivered the Israelites from Egypt, only two made it to the promised land. This history, then, serves as an example and warning for Paul and his compatriots. Paul views the Exodus story as a typology of how God’s people can act, and he suggests to his audience in Corinth that this story should thus serve as a warning against improper attitudes and behaviors such as idolatry and sexual immorality. In verses 9 and 10, Paul distills the moral imperatives from these stories for the Corinthians: They are not to put Christ to the test, and they are not to complain. Verses 12 and 13 seem rather oddly placed. Verse 12, with its warning against falling, seems as though it may have fit better with verse 10, with its imperative not to complain. Likewise, Paul’s teaching about testing in verse 13 seems as though it may have flowed more naturally from verse 9, with its instructions about not putting Christ to the test. Nonetheless, the promise in verse 13 offers hope, given the context of Israel’s exodus from Egypt. Even though that chapter of Israel’s history was a hard one, Paul asserts that God did not test the Israelites beyond their capacity. As Paul has acknowledged in verses 6 and 11, Israel’s history serves as a lesson for the Corinthians. Thus, if Israel’s story shows that God does not allow God’s people to endure testing beyond their capacity, then this will hold true for the Corinthians as well.
What Is One Possible Approach to the Text?
Test Anxiety. Most people, it is probably fair to say, don’t look forward to tests. We would rather not take a driver’s test — written or on the road. We’d rather not take tests to get a promotion. We were probably not fond of tests in college and high school. Some students, in fact, get test anxiety, an affliction so powerful it virtually renders them incapable of doing their best. In this text, the apostle addresses this. He says that the testing that came from God in the case of the ancient Israelites was a response to their complaining or idolatry. Absent this, God would not have sent serpents or plagues. It therefore would be smart not to irritate God. But if we do, the testing that comes will be “common to everyone.” We should know the answers, and God promises that every test will be a test we can easily pass. He hints that we might even be given an answer key. However, we should not assume too much. Some test takers get cocky and speed through a test, thinking they’ve passed. But they didn’t. Reading directions is a good thing. Paul says, “So if you think you are standing, watch out that you do not fall” (v. 12).

Luke 13:1-9 
What Does the Text Say?
The brutality of the Roman regime supplies part of the background for this brief pericope. Some Galileans had been put to death after which Pilate had mixed their blood with the blood of other sacrificial offerings, perhaps to demonstrate graphically the heinous nature of their crime(s). Luke offers no comment as to why these individuals were executed, and he gives few details about this apparently well-known incident. Instead, his focus is on the people who assume that Jesus will — like them — suppose that the cruel circumstances surrounding their demise indicate that the Galileans were notorious sinners who got what they deserved. Otherwise, they would not have suffered such ignominious deaths. Jesus unequivocally and emphatically rejects their theory of justice, saying that “unless you repent, you will all perish just as they did” (v. 5). Luke now adds the voice of mercy to the warnings of judgment (12:57) and repentance (v. 5) that he has already announced with the parable of the fig tree. This parable of the barren fig tree is found only in Luke. Yet, since both Matthew (21:18-19) and Mark (11:12-14) record the story of Jesus’ cursing a barren fig tree (which Luke omits), this may be Luke’s “kinder, gentler” version of that episode. 
What Is One Possible Approach to the Text?
Repent or Perish! Verses 1-5 of this text are hard, but interesting, verses. They speak to us today because we live in a world where horrific calamities, both of natural and of human origin, occur. These horrors include earthquakes, school shootings, explosions, building collapses, plane crashes and the like. Evidently, some people (in our text) believed that those who died must have deserved what they got. In other words, it was God who brought death and calamity upon these people. No, it was the Roman governor in one case, and some sort of structural problem in another case. The people who died were no worse as sinners than those who were spared. This text puts an end to the idea bandied about by some immature Christians that God has anything to do with these disasters, insurance companies notwithstanding (“acts of God”). In a fallen world, these things happen. Those who die were not worse than we are, and we who survive are not better than they were. What should our response be? Repent, or perish. Such calamities remind us of the precious and sacred nature of life. We should change our ways. We should examine our lives. We should look for any way in which we should turn around and make a fresh start. If we do not, we will perish, i.e., we will be as the fig tree of verses 6-9, a fruit tree which is not much more than dead wood, fruitless and barren — a tree that in Matthew and Mark, Jesus curses!

ANIMATING ILLUSTRATIONS
##

	Lent? A party? You’ve got to be out of your ever-loving mind! Who wants to party with a bunch of penitents?
	Rabbi David Wolpe of Los Angeles’ Sinai Temple has something to say about that: not about the Christian Lent, but about his own people’s day of repentance, Yom Kippur: “One of the great things about repentance is that it doesn’t only change the future, it changes the past: because if you become a different person, then all those mistakes and regrets and anguish, instead of sadnesses they become stepping-stones to the new person that you have created inside of yourself …”
	Yes, Lent is a surprisingly good reason for a party!
—Rabbi David Wolpe, in a “Moments of Connection” video distributed online on September 10, 2021.

##

“The invitation is die-stamped in gold and then burnished. The text on the invitation is also die-stamped. The edges of the invitation are beveled then gilded. The invitations are also stamped with the Three Feather Badge of The Prince of Wales.”
	What is it? It’s the most exclusive invitation of 2018: the invitation to the British royal wedding of Prince Harry to Meghan Markle, described in a press release from Kensington Palace. Six hundred lucky guests received a copy.
	The text reads as follows:
His Royal Highness The Prince of Wales K.G., K.T.
requests the pleasure of the company of
[your name in hand-lettered calligraphy]
at the marriage of His Royal Highness Prince Henry of Wales
with Ms. Meghan Markle
at St. George’s Chapel, Windsor Castle
on Saturday 19th May, 2018 at 12 Noon
followed by a reception at Windsor Castle.
	It includes these instructions on what to do next:
	“A reply is requested to: Assistant Comptroller, Lord Chamberlain’s Office
Buckingham Palace.”
	What to wear? The invitation supplies three options for men: “Dress Uniform, Morning Coat or Lounge Suit.” And for women: “Day Dress with Hat.”

##

	Some Bay Area technophiles have recently begun experimenting with ways to reduce devotion (or addiction) to technology, giving rise to a new Silicon Valley trend known as “dopamine fasting.” A recent New York Times article about the movement stated, “There is a growing dopamine-avoidance community in town and the concept has quickly captivated the media.”
	Dopamine, a neurotransmitter involved in neural responses to pleasure and anticipation, is said to be over-stimulated in today’s tech-saturated milieu. Facebook notifications, Netflix streaming, Instagram photos, Pinterest ideas, Snapchat messages, Reddit replies, TikTok videos, and Twitter feeds, to name a few, all provide a dopamine deluge within the brain. Devotees to dopamine fasting believe that by intermittently avoiding exciting or pleasurable activities the brain can regain a sensitivity to dopamine.
	A typical dopamine fast lasts somewhere between 12 and 24 hours. During the fast, individuals abstain from digital technology, music, exercise, food, physical contact, and even conversations. Basically, any activity which causes a large amount of dopamine to be released in the brain is avoided during a dopamine fast. 
	There are, as with just about any faddish self-improvement trend, mixed thoughts on the scientific evidence behind dopamine fasting. While the effectiveness of dopamine fasting is still being sorted out, one thing is already clear: this practice is rich in religious undertones. This is an obvious sighting of religion emerging from within an otherwise secular segment of society.
—A. Trevor Sutton, “Dopamine Fasting: Silicon Valley’s Not-So-New Trend,” Sightings, December 12, 2019.
https://divinity.uchicago.edu/sightings/articles/dopamine-fasting-silicon-valleys-not-so-new-trend.
Retrieved October 7, 2021.

##

	Why bother with Lent? Because it allows for us, for me in particular, a form of spiritual practice. The musicians understand this, that is, the good ones understand it at least. And no musician will remain a good musician long without regular practice. It is a discipline, this practice that enables freedom; not a freedom that avoids discipline. Horowitz, the great pianist, said, “If I skip practice one day, I know it. If I skip practice two days, the critics know it. And if I skip practice three days, everybody knows it.”
	Lent is Christian practice-time. It is spring training for the Christian who wants to stay in shape, or who wants to get into shape. Such spiritual health and the means to it is not a luxury. It is a necessity.
	No one is so well-off spiritually that he or she can afford to skip Lent. And no one is so bad-off spiritually that Lent can’t be helpful. So Lent, why bother with it? The first instance, because it is practical, it works, it is necessary.
—Peter Gomes, “Confessions And Consequences,” in Pulpit Digest, January/February 1994, 23-29.

##

	If you like, you may refuse to believe you’ve been drawn into the eternal party. You can’t stop the party, though. You may try, if you like, to walk out on it, and look for another bar to drown your sorrows in. But it is the loneliest walk in the universe: there is no other bar, and when you’re done with all your walking, you’ll find you went nowhere. Jesus does seem to insist that we’re capable of being stupid enough to try and stay in hell forever — and that God will even go so far as to utter a frustrated lover’s “Oh Damn!” over our stupidity. I’m not going to argue with that. Yet even if it’s the Gospel truth, all of your hell will be at the party, sequestered in the nail print in the left hand of the Bridegroom at the Supper of the Lamb. To say it one last time: even your faith doesn’t matter, except to your own enjoyment of what he does for you. You can trust or not trust, but it doesn’t change his mind or alter the facts. As far as he’s concerned, you’re home free forever. That’s the deal. It would be a good idea to just shut up and accept it.
—Robert Farrar Capon, The Foolishness of Preaching (Eerdmans, 1998), 31.

##

	We must learn to celebrate. I say learn to celebrate because celebration is not just a spontaneous event. We have to discover what celebration is. Our world doesn’t know much about celebration. We know quite a bit about parties, where we are artificially stimulated with alcohol to have fun. We know what movies and distractions are. But do we know what celebration is? Do we know how to celebrate our togetherness, our being one body? Do we really know how to use all that is human and divine to celebrate together?
—Jean Vanier, From Brokenness to Community (Paulist, 1992).

##

	For years, many congregations have battled over which style of worship to embrace — traditional, contemporary, or blended. But this “worship war” is premised on a misunderstanding of what those outside our congregations seek from worship, and deep confusion about what worship really is. Flourishing and faithful congregations understand that re-imagining worship involves something much deeper than style. …
	Perhaps even worse, the obsession with style and the belief that adding a service of a different style is the silver bullet to reverse decline show a deep misunderstanding of worship. The purpose of worship is not to give people ignorant of the faith their first introduction to Christianity. Rather, worship aims to orient our lives — all that we are and do — in the direction of the God in whom we live and move and have our being. This purpose of worship can be fleshed out with three declarations:
· Worship is the place where we enact our core human purpose, the end for which we exist, to worship and glorify God.
· Worship is the place where we have our vision trained to see the signs of God’s in-breaking kingdom.
· Worship is the place where the community remembers its identity as God’s called, gathered, and sent people.
	Worship obsessed with matching a particular style to people’s shallow preferences does none of these things. In fact, it does just the opposite: it reinforces the disorder of lives that believe that their own preferences are at the center.
—Donna Claycomb Sokol and L. Roger Owens, “Revitalizing Worship is More than a Question of Style,” Leading Ideas blog from the Lewis Center for Church Leadership, August 23, 2017.
https://www.churchleadership.com/leading-ideas/revitalizing-worship-question-style/.
Retrieved October 7, 2021.

##

COMMENTARY 
Isaiah 55:1-9
Today’s reading from the book of Isaiah (55:1-9) is part of the concluding oracle of hope that closes the so-called “Book of Consolation” of Isaiah (chapters 40-55; cf. the similarly styled “Book of Consolation” of Jeremiah 30-33; J. Bright, Jeremiah [Anchor Bible 21; Garden City, N.Y.: Doubleday, 1965], 284). This collection of oracles, in striking contrast to those found in chapters 1-39 of Isaiah, offers a vision of hope and restoration to a nation suffering in Babylonian exile. For this reason, among others, scholars attribute this portion of the canonical book to a so-called “Second Isaiah,” and date the writings in this section to near the end of the exile (probably between 545 and 539 B.C.). Today’s oracle speaks of a new social and moral order for the returned exiles that is the result of the gracious transforming power of the Lord.
In their current canonical setting, it is difficult to discern an ordering principle for the oracles that make up this section of Isaiah other than concatenating catchphrases such as “waters” (54:9) attracting “the waters” (v. 1) and “memorial” and “everlasting sign that shall not be cut off” (v. 13) leading to the theme of a “monument and a name … an everlasting name that shall not be cut off” (56:5). By picking up key words, phrases or ideas from originally separate oracles, the redactors of the final form of Isaiah have brought some order to a large corpus of prophetic thought. The overall message of chapters 40-55 is a joyous return of the exiles to a physical land and social order miraculously transformed by Yahweh.
Today’s reading speaks first of a transformed social order, in which those “that have no money” (v. 1) are able to secure not only life’s essentials (such as water, v. 1), but also the rich abundance of wine and milk (v. 1b), the latter a luxury item that would ordinarily be available only to the privileged few. During such times of unrest as the Israelites were experiencing in the waning days of their Babylonian captors, such richness for the ordinary Israelite would have been even more exotic.
Although the prophet envisions a new social and economic order brought about by divine intervention, “the waters” to which God first invites the thirsty (v. 1) are as warm with symbolism far beyond the pedestrian mechanics of buying and selling. Water pervades the literature of the OT (the word occurs nearly 600 times), beginning with the waters of creation (Genesis 1:2) and continuing to figure prominently in the magnolia Dei by which God rescued the chosen (e.g., Noah from the waters of the flood, Genesis 7:7, 10, etc.; the Hebrews at the Sea of Reeds, Exodus 14:21; Isaiah 51:10; 63:12, etc.; the Israelites before the waters of the Jordan, Joshua 3:8, 13, 16, etc.; and individuals from unspecified distress, Psalms 69:1; 77:16, etc.). The waters mentioned here (with the definite article) are the life-giving waters that will allow the restored Israel to flourish in all aspects of its natural and social life.
The invitation to the Lord’s transformed economy is followed by a rhetorical question functioning as a mild rebuke (v. 2), viz., why do the people squander their precious resources for “that which is not bread” and “that which does not satisfy”? The prophet’s criticism presumably is leveled against those who, in captivity, are trading on a black market for nonessentials while ignoring the basics that would restore a legitimate economy and society back in Israel.
God continues to address the exiles through the prophet by urging them to “listen carefully to me” and “incline your ear, and come to me” (vv. 2b-3a), so that God can restore the “everlasting covenant” God had made with their ancestor, David (v. 3b). The Davidic covenant referred to is one of several covenants or formal binding relationships in the OT between God and various people (e.g., Noah, Genesis 9:1-17; Abraham, Genesis 11:31−12:7; 15:1-21; 17:1-22; Moses and the Israelites at Sinai, Exodus 19:3-8; 31:16-18); and David, 2 Samuel 7:4-17; 23:5). With the dynasty of David at its core, the Davidic covenant was the most explicitly political of Israel’s covenants with God, since it was David who had achieved the transition from tribal confederation to nation-state that identified and defined Israel from that moment on in its history (from the 10th-century B.C.). Given the deeply political context of Isaiah’s oracle (the restoration of the political entity known as Israel), hearkening back to Israel’s most political covenant (both here and at 9:7) makes sense. That covenant, formerly mediated through the person of the king, is now offered in Isaiah’s oracle to the nation as a whole.
The comparison between David’s prowess as “a leader and commander for the people” (v. 4) and Israel’s new commanding position among nations (v. 5) makes explicit that Israel’s preeminence is through divine rather than human agency (“because … the Lord your God … has glorified you”). This vision of an exalted Israel, likely delivered as the demise of the Babylonian captivity was becoming clear, survived the harsh historical realities of the early restoration period under the leadership of Ezra, Nehemiah, Joshua and Zerubbabel. The relatively uncommon Hebrew verb rendered “glorified” (pa’ar) is a favorite of Isaiah, occurring more times in that book than anywhere else in the OT.
The imperative verbs and pronominal suffixes in this passage fluctuate between plural (vv. 1, 2, 3, 6, 8, 9) and singular (vv. 5, 7) for reasons that aren’t immediately obvious. The NRSV has leveled the forms throughout in the plural.
The exhortation to “seek the Lord while he may be found … while he is near” (v. 6) reflects the common theologoumenon of the hidden God or the God who, because of sin or unknown reasons, has turned away (his face or his favor; cf. Isaiah 49:14; Joshua 24:20; 2 Chronicles 12:5; and especially such psalm references as 13:1; 22:1; 27:9; 44:24; 69:17; 88:14). The exhortation also reflects the prophetic insight that people as individuals and as groups are more apt to recognize God’s presence in times of brokenness and vulnerability than when they feel themselves to be at the height of their (own) powers.
The passage concludes with a rationale from the Deity stating that God’s plans defy human comprehension (vv. 8-9). As he does elsewhere (e.g., 11:6-9 and in the conclusion to the present oracle, 55:13), the prophet invokes natural imagery to express the vast gulf separating human perception and divine providence.

CHILDREN’S SERMON Isaiah 55:1-9
Begin by asking what signs the children would like to see outside the church to welcome people to worship. You can expect answers like, “Visitors Welcome” or “Sunday School, this way” or “Visitor Parking Only.” Hold up a sign you made that says, “Sinners Welcome Here,” “Second Chances Here” or “Free Food!” Explain what the signs mean. Talk about how God welcomes all of us into God’s presence. Remind the children that what God offers is for free! Even though we all make mistakes, God offers forgiveness. This is good news — very welcome news indeed! Close with a prayer: “Dear God, thank you for loving us, especially when we do not act like people who follow you. Amen.”

WORSHIP RESOURCES
Calls to Worship — General 
The invitation to worship is here. Our God has welcomed us into this place of worship, and we will respond with praise and thanksgiving. Come, one and all, to give praise and glory to our God. As creation proclaims the greatness of God with all its beauty, so we proclaim God with word and song. We will shout and sing and dance and pray — all to the glory of the one true God. We accept your invitation to come, O God, and we will respond with praise and thanksgiving.

Prayers — General 
O Lord, increase our faith, renew our courage, and by your spirit, make us victors over the things that beset us by giving our utmost to the highest. May thy blessing rest upon all who give cups of cold water to others because they belong to Christ. Show us that in every way you are still with us, that in every sorrow you are still loving us, even unto the uttermost. And may our faith stand firm in your faithfulness. Through Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen.

Benedictions — Lent 
Send us forth, Lord,
Full of confidence and hope.
Send us forth, Lord,
Full of love and compassion.
Send us forth, Lord,
Full of faith and filled with the passion of Jesus Christ our Lord.
Send us forth and journey with us
As we move through the days of Lent.
Amen.

MUSIC LINKS
Hymns
Come, Ye Sinners, Poor and Needy
Seek the Lord
There’s a Wideness in God’s Mercy
Worship and Praise* 
Build My Life (Passion/Brett Younker)
Beautiful Things (Gungor)
O Come To The Altar (Elevation Worship)
*For licensing and permission to reprint or display these songs on screen, go to ccli.com. The worship and praise songs suggested by Homiletics can be found in most cases on Google by using the title as the search term.

LECTIONARY TEXTS
Third Sunday in Lent, Cycle C
Isaiah 55:1-9
Psalm 63:1-8
1 Corinthians 10:1-13
Luke 13:1-9
