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Rev. Dr. Jean Halligan Vandergrift   

“The Courage to Change Course” 
 
THE INTRODUCTION TO THE READING 
 
	 The Prophets were Spirit-inspired leaders who spoke for God to God’s people. Sometimes they 
commended the people, but they more often criticized and warned them. The prophets pressed kings, 
priests, and the people to return to the ways of God, because otherwise trouble was on the horizon. If 
they forgot the true God and worshipped other gods, if they lived in a dishonest and sinful fashion, 
blindly mirroring the ways of other nations, they would become weak and susceptible to invasion and 
capture by other countries.  

At the same time, prophets continually testified to the steadfast love and power of God. They 
pushed the leaders and people to remember that God will always keep God’s side of the covenant, 
even if they do not, and that they can count on God to heal them, guide them, and hold them fast if 
they repent and start adhering to the letter and spirit of the Law.  

This message was needed over and over again, across time, and in different contexts. The book 
of Isaiah may even represent two or three time periods: the early chapters concerned warnings about 
Assyria and the middle chapters, Babylonia. But here in Isaiah 55, we get to hear the prophet sharing 
the good news of how God will build them up again. It describes how good their lives will be when 
they answer “Yes!” to God’s invitation.	

THE READING      Isaiah 55:1-7   The Common English Version 

All of you who are thirsty, come to the water! 

Whoever has no money, come, buy food and eat! 

Without money, at no cost, buy wine and milk!       

Why spend money for what isn't food, and our earnings for what doesn't satisfy?  

Listen carefully to me and eat what is good; enjoy the richest of feasts. 

Listen and come to me; listen, and you will live. 

I will make an everlasting covenant with you, my faithful loyalty to David. 

Look, I made him a witness to the peoples, a prince and commander of peoples. 
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Look, you will call a nation you don't know;  

a nation you don't know will run to you because of the Lord your God, the holy one of Israel, 
who has glorified you.  

Seek the Lord when he can still be found; call upon God while near. 

Let the wicked abandon their ways and the sinful their schemes.  

Let them return to the Lord so that God may have mercy upon them, to our God, who will 
abundantly pardon.  

_______________________________________________________________________________ 
 
SERMON 
 

A favorite movie of the Vandergrift family is the 1987 comedy, Planes, Trains, and 
Automobiles. There was a period when we watched it on Thanksgiving Eves, cuddled up on 
the couch. In the movie, through incredible coincidence, two strangers are forced into a road 
trip together. Neal Page, an ad exec, played by Steve Martin and Del Griffith, a traveling 
shower curtain ring salesman, played by John Candy, are trying to get to Chicago before 
Thanksgiving. 

After a series of mishaps, and way behind schedule, the two agree to drive on through 
the night. In his exhaustion, and while Neal is sleeping, by mistake Del drives onto the 
interstate via the exit ramp! He travels at full-speed quite a while before he hears a car wildly 
honking at him across the median. The people inside roll down their window and shout: 
“You’re going the wrong way! You’re going to hurt someone!” Del assumes they’ve been 
drinking too much and ignores their warning – “how do they know where we’re going?!” With 
the racket, Neal wakes up slowly and notices that the honking car is going the same direction 
as they are, but fifty feet away! Next thing, both men see the headlights of two on-coming 
semis! They avoid a head-on collision, but barely.  

 
“You’re going the wrong way!” We’ve all heard this before, though maybe in 

different words. Parents tell their daughter, for instance, not to date a young man, 
concerned that he’s ‘bad news.’ Friends try to tell friends that they’re drinking more than they 
should, but it falls on deaf ears. A doctor asks a widower if he is isolating himself from others 
in his grief. Scientists share the facts about fossil fuel consumption, but do we heed the 
warning? This last year in the news, we have also seen many high-ranking people standing 
before judges on various charges. Did anyone warn them how dangerous the path was that 
they were taking? Did anyone roll down the window and urge them to change course?  
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Traditionally, Lent has been the church season for sacrifice and giving up behaviors 
that we may not want to stop, but know we should. Across the forty days of Lent we may 
indeed stay away from potato chips (Jean points to herself), stay off social media, or give up 
lying. Too often, though, if not spiritually grounded, we resume the habit, ending up feeling 
guilty, stuck, and defeated.  

“You’re going the wrong way.” The prophets, and Isaiah with them, often employed 
this phrase or others like it in order to get people to pay attention, reverse their direction, and 
turn back to God. The biblical word for this, as you probably well know, is “repentance.”  

 
But did you know that there is another legitimate way to frame repentance? We 

heard it this morning in Isaiah 55. It goes like this: “Come, come this way and enjoy what is 
truly good!” 

Instead of trying to motivate Israel to change course by pointing out their sins and all 
the ways that they were breaking God’s heart, in this chapter, Isaiah paints an extraordinary 
picture of how good it is to follow God’s direction. He issues an invitation to change course 
rather than a warning: “How good and abundant it is to live in faithful covenant with God! 
Come!” 

The historical context of these words is that the period of Babylonian exile and the 
occupation of Israel by Babylon in the 6th century is finally coming to an end. Once again, their 
vines will produce grapes, the land will support livestock, and the economy will rebound! So 
the metaphor Isaiah employs to describe the new nation that is being reborn is a busy 
marketplace with plenty of water and goods, where, unheard of, one can buy milk and wine 
without cost!  

This is God’s market of generosity and justice – God’s economic order, and it is an 
incredible alternative to what we live out today! Biblical scholar, Walter Brueggemann, calls 
ours a “consumer culture.” Today’s materialism, he continues, “wants to narcoticize us so that 
we just settle” for things as they are – choosing thereby “a path of death in which we have 
reduced everything to a commodity.”1  

Through repentance, however, an absolutely superior way is open to us. You and I can 
change course and allow God to teach us how our life together could ever be established 
according to God’s vision, and how to draw from the waters that bubble up to true and 
everlasting life!   

I heard of a congregation in the Mid-west who learned this after quite a journey. They 
finally realized that their membership of thirty eighty year-olds was no longer able to afford 
their huge building nor able to be church the way they had been in the past. Most 
importantly, they recognized that their Anglo identity couldn’t as effectively spread the Good 

																																																								
1Walter Brueggemann, “The Prophetic Imagination,” Interview with Krista Tippett, On Being, December 22, 
2011, p. 7, 10 of the transcript. 
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News to their neighborhood’s now majority Spanish-speaking residents. They so wanted to 
invite others to God’s life-giving waters – they had this going for them –  
that they make a courageous decision: to shut down as a congregation, and after a few 
months, re-start with new Hispanic leadership and practices.  

You see, the Hebrew word for repentance here in Isaiah is “shuwb,” translated “return 
to me” in verse 7. “Shuwb” means BOTH to turn away from the direction that is harmful AND 
to turn toward God’s future blessing. Away from and toward.2 So to change course is not only 
to give up tempting, destructive behaviors; it is to gain the benefits of a new, different, and 
worthwhile life. As Weight Watchers tries to get this truth across: “Nothing tastes as good as 
slim and fit feels.”  

Therefore, every Lenten injunction not to do something, to stay away from this or that, 
to avoid the crowded road, has within it the contrasting Lenten promise of the road less 
traveled, of more than enough to sustain our souls, and of health and unimaginable 
satisfaction in simplicity. “Come this way and enjoy what is truly good!”  

 
I am convinced that it is this side of repentance that gives us the courage to 

change course. Chances are better that keeping the divine vision front and center will uphold 
you even when challenges arise and surprise you. Courage and resolve for the journey comes 
not through guilt – that will get you only so far – but through longing for God’s destination, 
changing the orientation of our sails, and letting the wind fill them.  

In your current quest to improve yourself or your family, to build up our nation or 
this church, especially when the going is rough, remind yourself what you are turning 
toward. 
  
  
  

 

																																																								
2Shuwb can be rendered “to return,” “to turn back,” “to turn again,” “to turn away,” and “to turn toward,” 
among other phrases, and sometimes “to repent,” a verb of motion to express one’s going in the wrong 
direction, turning around, and heading back in the right.  
 


