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Sermon for Proper 13A

The Text: Isaiah 55:1-5







  

If you watch any television, then you will know all about the dreaded commercials. Apart from the occasional classic, commercials can be very frustrating, especially when they occur at frequent intervals. We rarely see them as helpful – more as interruptions. We use them as opportunities to have a quick toilet break or to get something to eat or drink. Otherwise we might press the mute button so we don’t have to listen to the same annoying ones over and over again.

The perception is that commercials are louder than the programs they accompany. But there is an industry body, Free TV Australia, that regulates this sector and they have determined that: ‘Broadcasters transmit television programs and commercials at exactly the same volume and do not take any action to contribute towards advertisements appearing louder than program material’.
Apparently, commercials only seem louder because of the pitch, compression and other sound processing techniques that are used. Advertisers use these and other clever strategies – repetition, catchy jingles, images, humour, etc. – all because they have a product to sell and they need to get our attention in order to sell it. 
And this is becoming increasingly difficult to do in an information-saturated age. So many voices are clamouring for our attention. There is a lot of competition out there and it is becoming harder to secure a share of the market. So advertisers will try every ploy they can in order to convince us that we need what they are selling.
So that burger you see on the screen is not just a meal – it is a ‘mouth-watering experience’ that can make all of your troubles disappear because you know it has been lovingly prepared with the best possible ingredients just for you!
In our Old Testament text from Isaiah, we read that God is trying to make himself heard. He is desperate to grab his people’s attention amid all the distractions of their lives. So his appeal almost sounds like a commercial, like a sales pitch. “Come, all you who are thirsty, come to the waters; and you who have no money, come, buy and eat! Come, buy wine and milk without money and without cost” (55:1). 

I don’t know how such a message was received back then, but in the 21st century we are so accustomed to ‘once-in-a-lifetime’ deals, ‘specials’ and ‘sales’ that this offer from God might fail to grab our attention. It might fall on deaf ears.  
And why is God interrupting the lives of his people with this appeal anyway? What does he hope to gain from this advertising strategy? It is not as though God needs to earn a living from a particular product by securing his share of the market. As the Almighty God, you would suggest he already has the market covered. And he is not about to reap any monetary profit from his offer because he insists what he is offering is free of charge. It requires no money, it comes at no cost!

No, God is making this appeal to his people for no other reason than because he loves them. He wants what is best for them. He is not providing an offer that simply adds another product on the shelf for us to choose from if we so desire. 

This was not a commercial – a momentary interruption to the regular programs God’s people were engaged in. This was a call to change channels entirely. It was more like a community emergency announcement, where a warning is issued that takes precedence over every other scheduled program. We hear them from time to time in Australia during the summer months when a fire is threatening properties and lives.

God is issuing a warning here because a life-threatening situation has developed. The people have ceased to look to him for every good thing. They no longer depend on him in their lives. They think they don’t need him anymore. That was more than 2,500 years ago. What’s changed?   

I think the force of this reading is lost in the translation. It is not merely an invitation – “Come, all you who are thirsty”. It should be translated as: “Woe, all you who are thirsty”. That is how the word used here is translated throughout the rest of Isaiah. In chapter 5 we hear: “Woe to you who add house to house and join field to field” (v8), “Woe to those who call evil good and good evil” (v20), “Woe to those who are wise in their own eyes and clever in their own sight” (v21).  
“Woe to you, all you who are thirsty”! Woe to you if you happen to be trying to satisfy your thirst apart from God. God wants to know from his people: “Why spend money on what is not bread, and your labour on what does not satisfy?” God wants to know why his people have forsaken their relationship with the Lord and giver of life, the one who can truly satisfy our every thirst.
And this is not about playing spiritual blessings over against physical ones. God has both in mind when it comes to his appeal. He is calling us to a relationship with him so we can truly enjoy physical and spiritual fulfillment.

He says: “Listen, listen to me, and eat what is good, and you will delight in the richest of fare. Give ear and come to me; listen, that you may live” (v2-3).
God is our Creator who provides us with everything we need. He knows that we require daily bread and he encourages us to see that it is his desire to give it. The well-known miracle we heard in today’s Gospel reading from Matthew (14:13-21) – the feeding of the crowd of thousands – reinforces that truth. This miracle of Jesus could be referred to as “the unnecessary miracle”. 

Jesus had been engaged in meeting the deeper needs of the people in the crowd for healing. And now it was getting late. It was time for Jesus to release them so they could go to the surrounding towns to buy themselves some food. Have you ever noticed that no one actually asked Jesus to feed them? No one saw it as necessary. But Jesus did it just the same! He met their physical need for food with an ordinary meal of bread and fish.    
We have established such a complex bartering and monetary system in our world that we can forget to acknowledge God as the source of every blessing. We are to look to him for every good thing. We do depend on him. We do need him.
As it was in Isaiah’s day, so it is in our day. God needs to interrupt the schedule that has become the regular program of our lives. It is so easy for us to run after all sorts of pleasures at the expense of a relationship with God. As a result our thirsts remain unsatisfied because we end up worshiping created things rather than the Creator. 

But if we run to our Creator, if we seek to be satisfied through our relationship with him, then we will lack no good thing. We “will delight in the richest of fare”! Why settle for scraps when our heavenly Father offers us a seat at the banquet?  
When we see ourselves in this relationship we find ourselves operating on a different wavelength. When you see God as the source of your daily bread, as the one who freely offers you everything from his inexhaustible supply of blessings, then it affects the way you view those blessings and the way you live them. We no longer have to live within the limits of our resources but we live in the abundance of God’s grace. God’s grace is such that even a little can achieve much, even weakness can demonstrate his power and even a death can bring about life.

“Surely you will summon nations you know not, and nations you do not know will come running to you” (Isaiah 55:5). God wants us to look to him and depend on him because he wants the whole world to see his grace at work in us. 

God has interrupted our lives with his grace and set us on a different course. What we do, think and say is meant to be a different program that the world can tune in to. We don’t have to get as much as we can in order to be satisfied. We don’t have to live as though we are constantly thirsting for more. We live as people who are deeply satisfied in the security of our relationship with God. 

In Isaiah we heard that the nations will come running because God has endowed us with splendour! It is not our resources that make us attractive to the world. The disciples in the Gospel account couldn’t hope to make a difference with the little they had – five loaves and two fish. But Jesus said, “bring them here to me”, and that made all the difference in the world. 

It is in our dependence on God’s grace and in our coming to Jesus that we can hope to make a difference to our world. We need to give ear and come to him; we need to listen, that we may live according to his will and ways. May God continue to grab our attention so we can attend to the needs of our hungry, hurting world! Amen. 
