
A Free Banquet

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. (Isaiah 55:1-2, NRSV)

In The Prophetic Imagination, Walter Brueggemann suggests that the task of biblical prophets is to “nurture, nourish and evoke” an alternative to our common beliefs and perceptions of the world. To a people in exile, the prophet Isaiah offers a different interpretation of the reality of captivity in Babylon: God’s reality allows all people, even those without money, to take part in a lavish banquet, to enjoy rich food that satisfies hunger and brings delight. Isaiah does not deny the facts about living in exile, but he offers hope for the future, for the potential existence of a better reality. 

This image of a banquet resonates with the many banquets in the life of Jesus: the wedding at Cana, the feeding of the multitudes, the paschal banquet of Luke, and more. The Meal Scenes in Luke-Acts, by John Paul Heil, points out that Luke's audience was familiar with Isaiah's vision and felt a connection to it. Isaiah’s prophecy, as part of the good news Jesus proclaimed, is echoed in other places throughout the New Testament.

Can any Christian deny the facts of the world in which we live? We dare not. The reality today is that millions of men, women and children suffer hunger and the grinding effects of poverty. But like the Israelites in exile, we have the alternative vision given to Isaiah. We recognize the world as it is, and we recognize that a different reality is possible. This recognition allows us as people of faith to work, step-by-step-by-step, toward a world where each person has enough to eat.   
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