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“Come to the Waters” 
A Sermon Preached by Frank Mansell III 

Western Boulevard Presbyterian Church – Raleigh, NC 
Lent III – March 20, 2022 

 
Isaiah 55: 1-9 
 
 I had a unique opportunity last year which not a lot of ministers are presented with.  For 
more than five months, I did not have responsibilities on Sundays.  When I finished my call in 
Indianapolis, I approached the weeks and months that followed like a sabbatical.  Sometimes 
we attended different churches, other times I did other activities on the weekends.  For the first 
time in my life, I played golf on Sunday mornings! 
 But what I appreciated most about that time last year was the opportunity it presented 
to observe others and what they chose to do on Sundays.  Families walking or hiking on the 
greenways or in the state parks.  Couples having brunch at their favorite restaurants.  
Neighbors doing yard work or inviting family members over for get-togethers.  People doing 
things to replenish their emotional energy before the start of another week.  For me, it was like 
seeing what life was like on the other side of the curtain – and it made me wonder what we can 
do as the church for all these people who are searching for rest and renewal. 
 When do you find yourself most empty?  When you’re physically tired – from illness, 
work, or stress?  When you’re emotionally drained – from family concerns, strained friendships, 
or worry and anxiety for yourself or others?  When you’re spiritually spent – from struggling to 
understand why God allows trials and tribulations to happen to you, to loved ones, to innocent 
human beings? 
 What do you do to fill the emptiness?  Do you fill the emptiness with meaningful 
relationships?  Do you fill the emptiness with material possessions and comforts?  Do you fill 
the emptiness with behavior or habits which are destructive, either to yourself or to those who 
love you? 
 There is much which causes emptiness in our lives, and there are many ways we seek to 
fill the emptiness.  As Darryl Trimiew says, where we seek fulfillment in our emptiness says 
much about our sense of dependence on God. 
 In the modern world, even on Sunday, even in Lent, people crave satisfaction.  Perched 
alertly and anxiously on their pews, the devout seek a word from the Lord.  We seek God’s face.  
Afterwards we will rush out to Sunday brunches or loll around poolside regrouping, re-creating, 
and re-composing ourselves after the helter-skelter hustle of the weekday.  All week we have 
worked and struggled, compromised and sought approval, earning our sustenance and 
paychecks from a world of competition.  All week we have done what was necessary to buy 
what we need and to produce what is demanded of us.  We try to please those over us so we 
may obtain what we need, what we believe will give us satisfaction.  Yet on Sunday we find 
ourselves spent, drained, and still thirsting for more. 
 Perhaps Isaiah received this word from God after visiting a market.  Even without mass 
media, the ancient market square was busy with commerce, with people rushing to buy, 
struggling to sell, and some, with no assets at all, standing at the margins, perhaps begging for 
a handout so that they too might taste their daily bread. 
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 Like Isaiah we are all finite creatures beset with daily needs.  Never are we free from 
want.  Even in the Lord’s Prayer we ask, “Give us this day our daily bread.”  God could have 
created us without these needs, without these drives, but God did not.  God wants us to depend 
on him (Feasting on the Word, Year C, Volume 2, Westminster/John Knox Press, Louisville, © 2009: 74-76). 

 When Isaiah wrote this prophecy, it was at a time of exile for the Israelites.  They had 
been taken away from their homeland by the Babylonians, as they had forsaken God in their 
faithful obedience.  They had lived in Babylon for over sixty years, in a foreign culture, under 
foreign rule, and for many, they had likely forgotten what home truly was.  This passage is 
written at the end of that exile, as soon the Israelites would return home to their promised land.  
That context helps to explain more of the imagery which Isaiah uses in this passage. 
 As residents in a foreign land, the Israelites would have likely paid exorbitant prices for 
the basics of life: bread, wine, milk, etc.  The Lord sets forth a new vision of how they might live 
as God’s people: “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” (55:1).  
Instead of filling themselves with food that only satisfies for a brief time, they are invited to 
“eat what is good, and delight themselves in rich food” (55:2).  For that food is not what can be 
bought in the marketplace, but is the Word of God, a spiritual nourishment which lasts a 
lifetime.  “Incline your ear, and come to me; listen, so that you may live” (55:3). 
 The Lord reminds his people that just as God made an everlasting covenant with his 
servant, David, so too will God renew his covenant with them now (55:3).  As a result, nations 
that they did not know will come to Israel, “because of the Lord your God, the Holy One of 
Israel” (55:5).  And Isaiah interjects his own voice in verses 6-7, imploring his people to seek out 
God with this new opportunity that is before them: “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” (55:6).  There was a reason they were in exile – they had forsaken God.  Now, the 
prophet begs of them to not forsake God again, but to “return to the Lord, that he may have 
mercy on them . . . for God will abundantly pardon” (55:7). 
 Daniel Debevoise writes: Isaiah’s offer is unlike anything we know or practice.  In his 
vision, everyone who is thirsty gets water.  Everyone who is hungry is invited to eat: buy milk 
and wine without money!  It is like a grocery store where everything is free.  In this supermarket, 
all the people who stand by the side of the road with little cardboard signs that say, “Will work 
for food,” are pushing carts full of groceries through the checkout lines, paying only with a smile 
and a wave. 
 In contrast to what is available for free, Isaiah says we are paying for things we do not 
need in the first place – spending money on what is not bread and laboring for what does not 
satisfy us.  Isaiah says we need a new diet of good and rich food. 
 Have you ever gone to visit someone at home and as soon as you sit down in the living 
room your host offers you something to drink?  Your answer may be based not on whether you 
are thirsty but on how long you want to stay.  Even if you decline, your host may persist. 
 In this passage, Isaiah leans across the coffee table and says, “Hey.  Stop it.  Whether or 
not you are thirsty, whether or not you are hungry, you need what God has to give” (ibid). 
 This is a very Lenten passage, if you think about it.  During this Lenten season, we are 
called to consider how we are filling ourselves with what is not nourishing, with what is not 
fulfilling.  It’s like how The Message interprets the second verse of this passage: “Why do you 
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spend your money on junk food, your hard-earned cash on cotton candy?”  We are invited to 
put those things aside – as the prophet puts it, to stop spending money on that which we do 
not need.  Instead, we are called as God’s children to feed on what is true and real for our 
spiritual journey – God’s love which we know in Jesus Christ.  It echoes what Jesus said in the 
Gospel of John: “I am the bread of life.  Whoever comes to me will never be hungry, and 
whoever believes in me will never be thirsty” (John 6:35).  We are promised a new life full of 
hope, just as Isaiah foretold it to the Israelites.  But it is a hope that requires action, response, 
and faithfulness to fully appreciate God’s grace – a total and complete return to the Lord. 
  I believe another reason Isaiah spoke this word of hope and repentance to the Israelites 
was due to the situation they found themselves in in Babylon.  For more than sixty years, they 
lived in a foreign culture, and likely had forgotten the practices which were instrumental for 
their faith.  They probably had adopted some habits which were more about their comfort and 
acquiescing to the dominant culture, rather than acting in ways that were full of integrity as it 
related to their faith in God.  Isaiah not only promised them a return to their home, but also 
directed them to reclaim their faith in the midst of these dominant cultural forces. 
 We live in a world today that many times can feel counter-cultural to our Christian faith.  
I wonder sometimes if we have become too enculturated and comfortable with all that 
surrounds us.  Although we recognize that we cannot foretell what the future holds, it feels as if 
we are moving back toward more normal routines and activities coming out of the pandemic.  
We witness that with our daily lives, as we schedule ourselves, our children, and our families 
with a multitude of activities, so we don’t miss out on any opportunities.  We are seeing that 
with the church’s life, as after two years of limited in-person gatherings, we are ramping back 
up to near pre-pandemic levels of activities.  I have heard many of you say how Western 
Boulevard is a small church that functions like a big church, with lots of activities and 
opportunities for all who come. 
 From my first few months serving alongside you, I would agree with that statement.  I 
also have heard others comment on how one benefit of the pandemic was that it forced all of 
us to slow down – as individuals, as a community, and as the church.  Indeed, I wonder if one of 
the lessons we might take with us from the past two years is whether the busyness of pre-
pandemic is healthy for any of us to return to.  How do we find balance between active 
engagement and taking time for renewal?  How are we called to meaningful ministry that 
doesn’t just fill up the space on the calendar, so that we are energized to serve God in ways 
that fill us and others with the life-giving waters that God provides? 
 In this Lenten season, how are you called to feed your faith?  How might God be calling 
you to quench your thirst in the life-giving waters of God’s love?  We have been given the gift of 
hope and promise of new life.  How will we reorient our lives so we might return to the Lord 
with all our being? 
 Thanks be to our God, who invites us to the life-giving waters, so we might be 
replenished, renewed, and revived as God’s children.  Amen. 


