
Come to the Water
Isaiah 55:1-9; Luke 13:1-9

March 24, 2019

A few years ago, Barb and I hiked all the way to the bottom of 
the Grand Canyon, and back up again the next day. It’s something 
that I had wanted to do ever since my family had visited the canyon 
when I was twelve years old. So when the Mennonite Church USA 
Convention took place in Phoenix, we decided to stay in Arizona a few
more days and travel up to the Grand Canyon for the hike.

Now, MC USA Conventions are always scheduled around the 
Fourth of July. And that’s really not the best time to hike the canyon 
because it’s really, really hot—I mean really hot. But we prepared. We
planned ahead. We started out before sunrise when it was still cool. 
And most importantly, we brought along plenty of water. We also 
refilled our water bottles at every water station along the way.

But the last water station is 4½ miles into the hike. From there, 
it’s still more than three miles of hiking to get to the bottom. Then it’s
still almost another two miles to the campground where the next 
water station is. And did I mention it’s hot? I mean really, really hot? 
The thermometer when we arrived at the campground read 120 
degrees.

At this point, we had hiked about 9½ miles. We’d hiked the last 
five of these miles in 100 degree plus heat. And we’d had no water 
other than what we were carrying with us. By the time we arrived at 
our destination, we were fatigued, nearly dehydrated, and probably 
very close to heat exhaustion.

We stumbled into the campground where we found a campsite 
and dumped our gear. Along the edge of the campground we saw 
Bright Angel Creek—a beautiful, shallow clear stream. And I will never
forget the feeling of walking into that creek and sitting down in the 
amazingly cool water. Almost instantly, I was re-energized and 
revitalized. The exhaustion was washed away, along with at least a 
couple of layers of dust that we picked up on the hike, as we 
gloriously soaked in the refreshing stream.

I was reminded of that experience this week as I read the 
opening words of Isaiah in our Old Testament text for this morning: 
“Ho, everyone who thirsts, come to the waters.”(v. 1) The setting for 
this invitation appears to be the latter days of the exile in Babylon. 

http://bible.oremus.org/?ql=420278978
http://bible.oremus.org/?ql=420278961


The leading class of Jerusalem had been carted off to Babylon some 
years earlier. It was undoubtedly a very painful experience for them to
be forcibly removed from their home and marched hundreds of miles 
across the desert to a foreign land. No doubt my own experience of 
hiking the Grand Canyon pales in comparison to the involuntary 
relocation they faced.

Over time, however, many of the Jewish people had grown pretty
comfortable in Babylon. They lived there in relative freedom. Many 
had acquired land, established businesses, raised families. They had 
made it their home. Now, there was nothing wrong with the people 
feeling at home in Babylon. In fact, several prophets had encouraged 
the Jewish exiles to do just that. Jeremiah, for example, declares, 
“Build houses and live in them; plant gardens and eat what they 
produce. Take wives and have sons and daughters; take wives for 
your sons, and give your daughters in marriage, that they may bear 
sons and daughters; multiply there, and do not decrease. But seek 
the welfare of the city where I have sent you into exile, and pray to 
the LORD on its behalf, for in its welfare you will find your 
welfare.”(Jeremiah 29:5-7) 

But for at least some of the people, making a home in Babylon 
also meant taking on the values of Babylonian culture. It meant 
abandoning the ways and teachings of the God of their ancestors. It 
meant leaving behind the morals and ideals of Israel in favor of the 
cultural norms of the dominant society in Babylon.

It is to those who may be chasing after Babylonian deities–those 
who seek the power and wealth that come with full acculturation to 
Babylonian ways–that God’s words through Isaiah are addressed in 
today’s text. The Lord invites the people to drink from streams that 
will truly satisfy their thirst. The Israelites are offered not merely 
sustenance, but a delicious feast:  milk and wine, the richest of fare. 
This is not simply “Chicken Soup for the Soul;” it is a veritable 
banquet at which the spirit may eat its fill. The feast offered to the 
people, that God exhorts them to eat, is not mere bread; it is nothing 
less than the words of promise that God proceeds to speak to them—
the rich food is God's gracious and life-giving word. And it is offered 
to everyone regardless of their ability to pay. There are no social or 
economic barriers to keep anyone away from the table. All that is 
required is a willingness to accept God’s invitation, an invitation freely
given to all who will turn away from the temptations of the world and 
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seek shelter in the house of the Lord.
The prophet therefore implores the people to “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.”(v. 6-7)

Jesus picks up on this theme of invitation and repentance, then, 
in our New Testament passage for today. After a very direct 
exhortation to repent, he tells a parable that begins with the owner of
a vineyard visiting his fields to survey their fruitfulness. He finds in his
vineyards a certain fig tree that has been there for three years 
already, but has not yet yielded any fruit. The fig tree is drawing 
strength and sustenance from the soil; but in return it produces 
nothing. Since three years is considered a reasonable time in which a 
tree can be expected to bear figs, the landowner orders his gardener 
to cut down this tree that is “wasting soil.” If this tree will not produce
figs, then the precious water and nutrients it is sucking up can be 
better used by the grapevines and other trees in the vineyard that are
bearing fruit.

The gardener, however, appeals to the landowner to give the 
barren fig tree another chance. He looks at the tree and sees more 
than missing fruit. There is something here worth saving. Even 
though the tree had been there for three years without producing a 
single fig, he still has hope. Perhaps one more stirring of the ground, 
one more generous application of manure, one more season of sun 
and rain would encourage production. At least, pleads the gardener, 
give it another chance.

The parable ends, then, without any indication of whether or not 
the additional year of growth and the enriched soil succeed in bringing
fruit to the fig tree's branches that next year. The gardener has 
agreed that if there are no results forthcoming in the year after this 
special attention, the tree should indeed be cut down. The intervening
mercy of both the gardener and the landowner is a great gift, but it is 
not intended to last forever. Mercy is offered with the understanding 
that repentance must follow. Eventually, the tree must bear fruit if it 
is going to survive.

Writing of Jesus’ call for repentance in today’s text, Goshen 
College English Professor Ann Hostetler observes, “It’s hard to stay 
oriented in our love of God and our neighbor in a world driven by 
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values of individual accomplishment, duty and success. We need 
constant reminding. We need daily repentance. Not self-flagellation, 
but reorientation. We need to live our faith... We need to embrace our
human limitations every day, to feel our regret and our need for 
greater guidance. We need to remember our place in creation, infused
with the spirit and connected to one another.”

The invitations issued by Jesus and by Isaiah are invitations for 
all of us. We are invited to sink our roots deep into the soil of God’s 
word. We are invited to drink deeply of God’s life-giving love. We are 
invited to be nourished by God’s grace, abundantly spread all around 
us like rich fertilizer. And in return, God wants us to bear fruit. 
Indeed, if we sincerely and faithfully come to the Lord’s table and if 
we plant ourselves securely in God’s vineyard, we will most certainly 
bear fruit. For the streams which bring living water to all who thirst 
are refreshing and revitalizing streams that give strength and health 
and lead to an abundant harvest.

The problem is that we too often drink from other wells. We too 
often sit down at other tables. We try to nourish ourselves with other 
things that do not produce healthy growth. Our society has an 
abundant supply “spiritual junk food” that is appealing in many ways 
but frankly void of the nutrients we need to grow and to produce the 
fruit that God expects from us. We are inundated with the Gospel of 
Health and Wealth, the Easy Path to Self-Attainment, the rituals and 
icons of American Civil Religion and the Myth of Redemptive Violence. 
These fares look good and taste sweet, but ultimately fail to provide 
us either nourishment or genuine satisfaction. Indeed, consumed in 
too large amounts, they can be toxic.

When we reached the bottom of the Grand Canyon on that hike, 
more than a mile and a half before we got to the refreshing Bright 
Angel Creek, we found ourselves on the shore of the Colorado River. It
might have been tempting to try wading into the river in search of 
relief from the exhaustion and scorching heat we were experiencing. 
But there are signs warning hikers not to try this. For one, the 
Colorado River is much too strong. Dangerous currents are likely to 
carry away those who try to wade or swim in it. It’s also quite cold—
about 48 degrees. So one has to be patient and persistent to continue
hiking on to the campground to experience the true revitalization that
we found.

Both Isaiah and Jesus speak of such persistent patience. Both 



emphasize that God has given us a gift of time—a gift that we are 
expected to use wisely: time to come to the water, time to respond to
the invitation, time to bear fruit. Now, then, is the time to answer 
God’s invitation. Now is the time to repent from those things that do 
not lead to fruitful living—time to turn away from the values of this 
world and to root ourselves instead in the values of Jesus. The fruit 
that we bear is not meant to be the bitter and rotten fruit produced 
by an untended orchard. Nor is it meant to be the artificially flavored 
and colored fruit substitute commonly found in our society. Rather, 
the fruit that we bear must be the genuine, wholesome and sweet 
fruit produced by branches tenderly cared for by the Master 
Gardener.

Writing to the churches of Galatia, the apostle Paul says that 
“the fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, 
generosity, faithfulness, gentleness, and self-control.”(Galatians 5:22-
23) Elsewhere, Isaiah writes of the fruit borne by the Branch that 
shoots forth from the stump of Jesse–fruit characterized by 
righteousness and justice and faithfulness.(Isaiah 11:1-5) These are 
the fruits that should be evident in our lives. These are fruits that 
Jesus himself modeled. And these are fruits that our hungering and 
hurting world so desperately need.

Our calling is to bring these fruits into a hungry world. Where 
there is hatred, we are called offer the fruit of love and kindness. 
Where there is despair, we are invited to share the fruit of joy and 
patience and faithfulness. Where there is violence, we are challenged 
to make available the fruit of peace and justice and gentleness. Where
there is greed, we have the opportunity bring the fruit of generosity 
and self-control and righteousness. Whatever the hunger and the 
hurts of this world, God offers fruit to satisfy and to revitalize. It is 
our task to bear that fruit and to make it available to others so that 
they may also feast with us at God’s table.

The question we need to be asking ourselves, therefore, is 
whether or not we are doing just that. Are we really rooted in the soil 
of God’s love? Or are we merely “wasting soil” in the vineyard where 
we have been planted by producing inferior fruit? Are we spending our
money and labor on things that truly satisfy? Or are we squandering 
the rich blessings that we have been given on things that only leave 
us feeling hungry for more? Are we soaking in the refreshing streams 
of God’s abundant grace? Or are we still plodding along in the 
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relentless heat, too caught up in our own endeavors to notice the 
living water made available to us?

God’s invitation is clear:  “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. Why do you spend 
your money for that which is not bread, and your labor for that which 
does not satisfy? Listen carefully to me, and eat what is good, and 
delight yourselves in rich food. Incline your ear, and come to me; 
listen, so that you may live.”(v. 1-3)

So this morning, I ask, “Who will listen to the Lord today.”


