
First United Methodist Church 
618 Eighth Street 

Columbus, IN 7201 
 

Rev. Howard E. Boles 
August 18, 2019 

 
“A Failure of Imagination” 

Text: Isaiah 5:1-7 
 
The storm clouds opened up and the flood waters began to rise.  A man, fearful of the floods, 
climbed to the second story of his home.  From there he began to pray to God.  Not long thereafter 
a rowboat came by.  The water was so high they floated right to his window looking the man eye 
to eye and offered to take him into the boat and paddle him to safety.  “No thanks,” the man replied.  
“I’ve prayed to God and I’m sure God will save me.” 
 
The floods continued to rise, so the man stepped out of his window and climbed onto the roof.  
From there, a helicopter spotted him, dropped a lifeline down and from a speaker told him to climb 
up and they would take him to safety.  “No thanks,” the man said again.  “I’ve prayed to God and 
I’m sure God will save me.” 
 
The rains continued to come down and the waters continued to rise.  Soon they engulfed the whole 
house and the man drowned.  When he arrived at the Pearly Gates he protested saying, “I can’t 
believe this happened.  I trusted God.  I prayed with all my might.” 
 
“Yes, you did,” replied God.  “And in response to your prayers I sent you a boat and a helicopter 
but you never got in.” 
 
It is a cute story, but I always worry that it may be too true.  What if we are praying to God for the 
things we already have the resources for?  What if God has given us everything that we need and 
yet we just don’t think that it is enough?  Or maybe we are hoping that God will solve the world’s 
problems without us having to get involved.  I have tried to think of an instance in the Bible in 
which God said, “Don’t worry, I’ll take care of it for you.”  But nothing came to mind. 
 
I do remember the story of the large crowd that assembled far from the city to listen to Jesus teach.  
It was getting late and folks were hungry.  Or maybe it was just the disciples who were hungry.  
Whatever the circumstance, they were the ones to point out to Jesus that it would be best to 
pronounce the benediction and send everyone home since it is almost dinner time.  Do you recall 
how Jesus responded to this?  He didn’t say, “I’ll take care of it.”  He didn’t say, “I’ve got a miracle 
that will take care of this.”  No, what he said was, “Give them something to eat.”  If the people are 
hungry, feed them.  What it comes down to is the confidence that they had the resources for what 
they needed.  They just had to act. 
 
I recall a story from Tony Campolo who returned from a business trip only to discover that he was 
booked for a meeting.  No time to rest.  He delivered a message to the group and then remained as 
they finished their business.  At some point one of the members read a letter from a missionary in 



need.  She wrote an impassioned letter about the need and was asking the group for help.  One of 
the leaders asked Tony if he would pray that this missionary would get the money she needed.  
Much to their shock, he declined.   
 
While they were still in dismay, he said, “I’ll tell you what I will do.”  He proceeded to open his 
wallet and pulled out the cash he was carrying and placed it on the altar.  He then invited everyone 
else to do the same.  With reluctance, they began an unexpected offering which netted more than 
the missionary had asked for.  Only then did Tony Campolo agree to pray. 
 
Is it possible that we ask God to do for us, what we are already capable of doing for ourselves?  I 
believe this question gets to the heart of this morning’s reading from Isaiah. 
 
This morning’s reading from Isaiah 5 begins by indicating that this is a song, specifically a love 
song.  One can pick out the measure of love within this song, but it is apparent that there is much 
discord.   
 
One can safely assume that Isaiah is singing this song on behalf of God and God’s love for the 
people of Israel through the analogy of a vineyard.  Isaiah says that God had a vineyard on a very 
fertile hill.  God dug it, cleared out the stones and planted it with the best of vines.  What one hears 
from that is that God has done everything to make this a beautiful vineyard to give to the people.  
It is set up to give them to succeed. 
 
One might suggest that this song of the vineyard is a retelling of the story into the promised land.  
God planted the people in the midst of a fertile land, filled with all they would need.  The song 
even notes that God put a watchtower in the midst of it.  It is an indication of protection for the 
people.  With so many powerful nations around them, the building of a watchtower is a reminder 
that God is keeping them safe from threats.  They had nothing to worry about. 
 
With such a wonderful arrangement, what could possibly go wrong? All indications are that this 
is an ideal vineyard that will produce the finest of wine.  In such a setting, how could one expect 
anything less? 
 
But the song tells us that the vineyard didn’t produce what had been expected.  Instead of lush 
grapes, they produced wild grapes, or as one translation puts it, “bad fruit.”  As one commentary 
describes it, “the vineyard has failed to be what it was created to be…it has not fulfilled its 
purpose.” 
 
The gist of this reading indicates that God gave them everything they needed to succeed.  But they 
have squandered that gift.  They have acted like it wasn’t enough or it wasn’t good enough.  They 
were given an abundance of good things but acted like the resources were scarce. 
 
In the chapters preceding this reading and those following later what we discover is that the people 
are mistreating one another.  They are denying justice to those around them.  The prophet calls 
them out for the ways they treat the poor, the widow and the orphans among them.  He concludes 
the song by saying that God expected justice but what he saw was bloodshed, [expected] 



righteousness, but heard a cry (v.7.)  What it boils down to is that God had expectations for how 
things would be in this vineyard, but they have not lived up to those expectations.   
 
When I read those words from Isaiah, I was reminded of a brief poem by Brian Andreas.  I suspect 
his name may not be a household name, but you have likely seen his works.  Andreas draws what 
he calls “storypeople” which are very simple line drawings, often brightly and beautifully 
illustrated.  The pictures are accompanied by imaginative and thought-provoking statements.  
 
In one of his collections he has a poem that says, “In my dream, the angel shrugged & said, “If we 
fail this time, it will be a failure of imagination & then she placed the world gently in the palm of 
my hand.”  On many levels this is an incredible poem.  To think that the world has been placed 
into the palm of our hands.  We often sing the childhood song that says, “God’s got the whole 
world in His hands” but imagine the significance of God placing that gift into our hands.  Like the 
people planted in God’s beautiful vineyard, we have been entrusted with all the riches and 
goodness of this world.  The material and spiritual gifts that we need to thrive and grow are right 
here in our own hands, a gift from the Creator. 
 
And with those gifts, comes the encouragement to care for this gift.  Treat it well.  Treat one 
another well.  Be gentle, be kind, be caring.  The only reason we have to fail, using the words of 
the poem, is a failure of imagination.  Or as the prophet Hosea put it, “my people are destroyed for 
lack of knowledge” (Hosea 6:6.)  We have all that we need, entrusted into our hands by a loving 
God.  What we bring to that equation is the imagination and knowledge and willingness to use 
these resources well.   
 
God has entrusted this beautiful vineyard filled with green plants and trees to fill our world with 
the oxygen we need.  God has given us a world filled with good water, enough to grow the food 
we need to survive, enough to sustain the plants and animals.  God has given us this beautiful 
vineyard but the one thing that can destroy it is our own lack of imagination.  We have the power 
to sustain the world and its resources for the next generation or we have the power to destroy it.  
All conversations about the environment and climate change and global warming, should be 
predicated on that understanding that this is God’s vineyard that has been entrusted to us.  It doesn’t 
belong to us, but we have been entrusted with its care and preservation.  Do we have the 
imagination and willingness to make a positive difference? 
 
If we can imagine it, that is the first step toward making that dream a goal.  If we can imagine a 
world in which the hungry are fed, we can begin to take the steps to care for those in need.  If we 
can imagine a world free from mass shootings and police officers confronted with military style 
weapons, we have taken that first step toward making it happen.  If we can imagine a world in 
which all people are treated with love and kindness, that is the first step toward making Jesus’ 
dream of the Beloved community a reality.  Jesus understood that if we can look into the eyes of 
the stranger, the Samaritan, the Pharisee, the tax collector, the prostitute, the widow, the children 
and see them as fellow human beings worthy of love then we were one step closer to that holy 
reality he called the kingdom of God.   
 
It has been many years since I visited Knoxville, Tennessee, but if I’m in that area, I hope to visit 
Yassin’s Falafel House.  The restaurants, of which there are a couple now, were created by Yassin 



Terou, an immigrant from Syria.  He came to the United States in 2011.  I don’t know how he 
choose Knoxville as his home, but when he arrived he spoke little English and had very few 
resources.  He started selling sandwiches outside the small mosque following Friday prayers.   
 
The food was so good that local residents, non-Muslims, began to show up to enjoy the food.  In 
2014 one of those locals was so impressed by Yassin and his food that he invested in him to enable 
him to open a restaurant. 
 
As a Muslim immigrant, he began to receive hateful phone calls and the restaurant was vandalized 
by white supremacists.  Yassin did not retaliate.  Instead, he openly invited his attackers to come, 
sit down, have a meal and talk with him. 
 
Today if you visit one of his restaurants you are greeted by a brightly colored sign in a rainbow of 
colors that reads: “Welcome All Sizes, All Colours, All Sexes, All Cultures, All Religions, All 
Types, All Beliefs, All People---Safe here at Yassin’s Falafel House.” 
 
The world is a beautiful vineyard filled with all that we could ever want or need.  Our task is 
simple.  Treat that world and all its inhabitants with respect and gentle kindness.  With a little bit 
of courage and imagination and by God’s grace, we can make this a place where all are welcome 
and loved. 


