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LENT ...  A YEARLY HEART EXAMINATION
CAN YOU BELIEVE IT?  THERE IS FREE LUNCH!

Isaiah 55:1-5
Third Sunday in Lent 

Early on in my years of ministry, working with youth gave me the opportunity to do 
some pretty interesting things ... everything from mission trips to ski trips; going to about every 
theme part in the country; visiting nursing homes and jails; sleeping and showering in places I 
would have never dreamed of being; eating food I myself would have never tried ... rattlesnake at 
an Indian Reservation in the southern desert of Arizona.  It’s this eating of food I want to mention 
today that turned out to be a lesson in spirituality for our group from Akron.

We were on our way home from a mission trip in Southern Colorado and had stopped 
in St. Louis to visit the Gateway Arch located on the Mississippi River.  A visit to the top for our 
group of about 24 was a great treat after a week of intense work and a day of long travel.  We had 
sat down to lunch at a sidewalk café right there in the Gateway Arch Market.  We told the kids to go 
ahead and order pretty much whatever they wanted to eat, unconcerned about the price of the 
meal ... they had earned it.  

As we sat there eating our food, we noticed a man being removed from the restaurant 
for scavenging the tables before the bus boys came to clear the plates.  As we watched the 
man, he was watching us ... watching us eat our sandwiches, and sip endless servings of water and 
iced tea and Diet Coke.  After about 30 minutes, we were all stuffed, while the hungry man just 
beyond the railing was still … well … still hungry.  Just before we got up to leave, one table of our 
kids, sitting close to the rail, did a curious thing.  They took what was remaining of their meals, half-
eaten sandwiches, some salad, and dessert; piled it all on one of the plates, and then slid the plate 
down to the end of the table, as near to the railing as it could possibly be.  We paid our bill and left, 
and then watched the man reach over the railing and grab the plate of food and then turn toward 
the kids and offer a grateful smile as he did so.

That evening for our devotional, before we headed off to bed, we talked about the 
experience and we all wondered whether the four kids at the table had done the right thing 
or not.  No, they didn’t regret sliding the plate of food toward the rail for the man.  WHAT they 
regretted is that they didn’t invite the man to join them at the table, to allow him to order 
from the menu, and to share a meal with one who was dying to eat what they were willing to 
leave behind as scraps.  The other thing they had noticed, as we all walked back to our vans; were
dozens ... perhaps hundreds of similarly hungry people ... looking for a Free Lunch and finding
none.


The scripture lesson from Isaiah today must seem like a mirage to those who are 

hungry or thirsty or poor or powerless.  The Lord’s invitation must certainly sound too good 
to be true:

“Ho, everyone who thirsts, come to the water
And you who have no money, come, buy and eat!
Come, buy wine and milk without money and without price.”
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That sort of image is not politically popular in today’s America, the image of a Free 
Lunch.  We who have rarely felt pangs of hunger; we who eat more for taste than for fuel; we 
believe that nothing ought to come free. If it does, people might become accustomed to living 
without working.  Maybe we fear becoming a welfare state, where the workers are few and the 
freeloaders are many.  So we’ve come to believe that people ought to get food the old fashioned 
way ... they ought to earn it.  “There’s no such thing as a free lunch” we say; “everybody needs 
to pay their fair share.”  And for those of us who subscribe to that sort of thinking, the words of 
Isaiah are offensive.  

Free lunch?  
Free lunch?  
Absolutely not!


However, I am here today to tell you that there IS such a thing as  Free Lunch.  I have 

seen it in every city where I have served as a pastor.  In Pueblo, Colorado it’s a storefront just north 
of the court house called “Care & Share” that serves hot soup and cold sandwiches on cold winter 
mornings when the homeless people have nowhere else to go and offers bags of food to families in 
need.

In Duncan, Oklahoma, the program is called “The Banquet.”  Churches sign up a year in 
advance to serve dinner to the homeless and poor of that community.  The people who come aren’t 
called “clients” or even “those people.”  They are referred to as “guests.”  They are served three 
course meals on glass dishes, dining at tables where fresh flowers stand in vases on linen 
tablecloths, and those who volunteer to serve also sit down and share the meal with their guests.

I have seen such a thing as Free Lunch in Akron, Ohio, where for the past 30 years
“Good Neighbors” [whose motto happens to be “A hand up, not a handout”] Good Neighbors 
has been distributing bags of food to the working poor and even providing toys at Christmas.  
Regularly, when the food shelves are full, they simply hand these folks a bag and lead them down 
aisles where they can choose their cereal, their soup, and their canned goods.  Three locations in 
the city are “Helping to ease the struggle for people in need,” their website decrees.  Literally 
hundreds of families are assisted each month.

And then, here on the Southside of Jacksonville, our own UCOM says:
“Ho, everyone who thirsts, come to the water
 And you who have no money, come, buy and eat!
 Come, buy wine and milk without money and without price.”

Indeed, there IS such a thing as FREE LUNCH.


So WHY am I telling you all of this today … especially in the Lakewood area of 
Jacksonville, where in the 32217 zip code, the Average Adjusted Gross Income is close to $63,000 a 
year? It’s because, in each of the communities I have served as pastor, MOST of the 2500 members 
of those congregations I have worked with have NEVER walked into a food pantry, NEVER applied 
for food stamps, and NEVER had to ask the church for financial help to get through a bumpy time.  
[We do help some here through the Good Samaritan Fund, but it is a miniscule percentage 
compared to those who are without need.] And so the result of our “lack of need” is that we 
have become insulated from those with “great need.”  

The needy in this world are nameless, faceless people in the core of big cities, and since 
we’ve never met them, and have never heard their stories, it is easy to subscribe to our opinion 
that food ought to be acquired the old fashioned way ... people ought to earn it.  But once we 
have come face to face with someone we know or love who is destitute, everything about that 
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opinion changes.  And every once in awhile, our eyes are opened, and we learn to share ... our 
bread as well as our lives ... with those who are without.


Last week, out of the blue, I had a call from a woman in Tampa who used to be a 

member of Lakewood.  She had seen our website and was excited about all that was happening 
here at her “old church.”  She then went on to tell me that back about 25 years ago, her family was 
going through a very difficult time.  Word got around the church, and some people from this family 
of faith showed up at her door with a loaf of whole wheat and a check.  “We’re giving you some 
bread and some dough to get you through” they said.  I could hear the tone of her voice change 
on the phone, and could picture the tears welling up in her eyes as she went on to tell me that her 
family’s life was changed that day ... changed by the generosity of the Body of Christ in the 
Lakewood Presbyterian Church.  Some of you sitting here today probably remember that visit.


You see, this text in Isaiah isn’t really about food ... it’s about LOVE.  It’s about 

ACCEPTANCE.  Isaiah wrote his words more than 700 years before the coming of Jesus, and yet his 
invitation is to those who were not part of the Jewish “in crowd” of that day.  Non-Jews had NO
RIGHTS to God’s favor, NO CLAIM on God’s gracious love.  These Gentiles could not even earn
their way in ... it was the birthright of the Jews, you see ... so the Gentiles believed that they would 
forever be just standing on the outside looking in.

But then Isaiah came along and announced that God was an all-inclusive God …
coming to save the entire human race.  It was Isaiah who cried out:

“For unto us a child is born, unto us a son is given, and he shall be called ‘Wonderful 
Counselor,’ ‘Mighty God,’ ‘Everlasting Father,’ and ‘The Prince of Peace’ and his Kingdom 
shall have no end.”  (Isaiah 9:6)

Do you recognize those words from Christmas Eve?  The lunch, which had been free
for the Jews because God chose them ... has now become FREE for EVERYONE, also by God’s 
grace.  

And let me tell you, that is a radical thought for those of us who live in the 21st century 
... because nothing in this world is EVER truly free. There are ALWAYS strings attached, or FINE 
PRINT to read, or EXCEPTIONS to the rule.  So we look for the loophole in God’s words ... there 
must be something I have to do, some certain way I’ve got to act if I am going to receive this 
gift.  But there aren’t any, and since we can’t find the loopholes ... we make some up:

 You have to eliminate the sin from your life, and carry guilt around for the ones that still 
haunt you. 

 You are required to give money to the church, even if you only come on Christmas and 
Easter.

 You have to learn the religious language, practice all the religious rituals, and judge and 
criticize those who don’t believe the same things you do.

And all the while, I think God is in anguish in heaven, calling out: “WHAT PART OF FREE
DON’T YOU UNDERSTAND?”

I think that there are a lot of folks in our nation today who feel like those Gentiles of 
Isaiah’s day … those who feel like they are on the outside looking in.  Some may even be here 
in this place this morning.  They reject our faith because they can’t find the door to get inside.  
They turn a deaf ear to our words because our actions have spoken so loudly.  But more than 
anything else, they just can’t wrap their brains around the possibility that God’s LOVE is truly
free.  

To THEM ... and to YOU ... today, I say this:
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“Ho, everyone who thirsts, come to the water
 And you who have no money, come, buy and eat!
 Come, buy wine and milk without money and without price.”


As I’ve stated now, for the last couple of weeks ... throughout the season of Lent I am 

inviting you to examine your hearts: how you live your lives, how you make decisions, how your 
relationship with God in Christ is growing, how you love one another and the world and show the 
world that the grace of God is for them.  I want to make you think, react, reflect, change, while at 
the same time challenging myself in all those areas.  I want us to grow in healthy ways.  This is our 
YEARLY HEART EXAMINATION! 

What is your HEART saying to you TODAY?  TODAY?


Back a few years ago, our daughter Kerry and her family were visiting us over the 
Thanksgiving holiday.  As you know, if you’ve been a part of the Thanksgiving feast we put on 
here at church for those folks who don’t necessarily have family around for the holiday, when we 
gather there is a lot of food!  Too much food for us all to eat!  My granddaughter, Emily, around 12 
years old at the time, asked me if we could take some of the leftover food to some the homeless 
people we had seen the day before while in the car.  She had asked me about a few we had seen on 
the bus bench down by CVS and I had explained they didn’t have a home or any food to eat.  Well, 
together, we fixed about a half dozen carry out lunches and off we went.  

It didn’t take us long, just about 15 minutes and we had distributed the lunches.  The 
men were all amazed at the bounty contained in those Styrofoam containers and Emily was 
amazed at how happy they were to receive them.  

When we had finished Emily said to me: “Grandpa, I feel so good that we did that.” I 
was proud of her for suggesting it ... she and those men came to understand that there is Free 
Lunch after all!


Once a month we serve a free meal here at LPC.  Everyone is welcome to our table ... no 

exceptions. Oh, you don’t get stuffed with meat and potatoes; it’s just a small piece of bread and 
a tiny cup of wine.  But that meal holds the promise to you that you belong here at the table ...
you’re good enough to be here, regardless of what you’ve done or haven’t done in your life.  It’s 
actually a meal God offers to you ... and best of all ... and best of all ... it is absolutely FREE. 

Amen and Amen.


