Water, Word and Witness
Exodus 17: 1-7

John 4: 5-42

Water.  Three fourths of the planet is water, yet there is not enough clean water to drink in many parts of the world.  Here in this country, the states along the Colorado River are in court fighting over water rights – one group needing water for agriculture and the other needing water to serve a growing population.
Think about water world-wide: For many Iraqi families, two gallons of water a day is sufficient for a family of three.  Two gallons of water a day.  Now, think about this: in our houses in one day we take baths, we do laundry and we flush toilets numerous times.  Who do you think has a better understanding of how precious water actually is – the Iraqi or me or you?

“Give me a drink,” Jesus said to the Samaritan woman at the well.  The Samaritan woman responded, “How is that you, a Jew, ask a drink of me, a woman of Samaria?”  Jews do not share things in common with Samaritans, the scripture says.

It was a simple request and a harsh response.  That interplay did, however, reflect the reality of life in that area of the world where racial hatred and ethnic hatred were common.
Although Jesus is apparently physically thirsty, he ends up telling the Samaritan woman about a different water – “the water of life” which, if she drinks of it, she will never thirst again.

This is a conversation between two people from different communities and whose communities do not like each other and they make very little effort to understand each other.  So, Jesus is really telling her about a new way of life.  The invitation to drink this water of life is an invitation to make a personal decision to put away that which is old and confining and see life with new eyes and see the world and have a new understanding.

Deep inside of us, I believe, there is that deep cry for life not to be empty.  We have a thirst for this water of life.  We do not want to be paupers in the sight of God – people poor in spirit without hope.  Almost all of our rites and sacraments shout out against the void.

However, we ourselves have perfected the ability not to see.  Without calling it classism, we have never-the-less created a society structured on classism.  We just don’t notice some people.  – until and unless we need their services.
Jesus saw a troubled woman at the well; a woman weary with life – living with her sixth husband and you can believe she was the servant for each of them.  Here was a man, Jesus, offering her hope; offering her a way to live a fuller life; offering her a new understanding that it is not where  we worship God (on a mountain or in Jerusalem), but how we worship God (in spirit and in truth).
Classism, racism, sexism, heterosexism, ageism – all have in common that we do not see the woman at the well and others who are out of sight and out of mind.  Walk down the hallway of any hotel, get on the elevator, go to the dining room, eat your meal, go check out and get your car.  I have a hunch that hardly anyone here could say how many people they passed who were doing their jobs to make sure you could walk down the hallway, get on the elevator, go to the dining room, eat your meal, check out and get your car.  Because we were the “guest” in the hotel, we, perhaps unconsciously, perfected our ability not to see those other people.  Even if we were in that hotel on business, classism says to us that our business was more important than the business of those workers in the hotel.
In 1790 John Adams wrote in one of his discourses about how it must feel to be one of those who are right before our eyes but remain unseen.  He was writing about poverty and how it must feel to be poor.  Listen to these words from 218 years ago and see if they are not still true:

The poor man’s conscience is clear; yet he is ashamed … He feels himself out of the sight of others, groping in the dark.  Mankind takes no notice of him; he rambles and wanders unheeded.  In the midst of a crowd, at church, in the market … he is in as much obscurity as he would be in a garret or a cellar.  He is not disapproved, censured or reproached: he is only not seen. ..  To be totally overlooked, and to know it, are intolerable.  (John Adams (1735-1826), Discourses on Davila, 5, 1790)
You have perhaps heard that the two most asked questions in the United States are “Where can I park my car?” and “How can I lose weight?”  Think about those two questions when placed alongside the questions much of the world asks: Will I have enough food and water?  Where will I sleep tonight?  Will the war in my country ever end so that I can feel safe?  What happens when I am old and have no social security and not enough children living to take care of me?
Where can I park my car?  How can I lose weight?  

Looking at the current birth rate, here is what is happening: when we leave church after this service, there will be nearly 9,000 more people in the world than when we came into church today.  While we are eating our Sunday dinner about 700 people will die because they had nothing to eat.

The world's current growth rate is about 1.14%, representing a doubling time of 61 years. We can expect the world's population of 6.5 billion to become 13 billion by 2067 if current growth continues. 
One woman at a well with a bucket to lift out some water.  Now there are 6.5 billion people also wanting water.  A large segment of that population is also searching for a different kind of water.  They want spiritual water – water from a spring of life that gives meaning to life.  We Christians are bold enough to proclaim that we have some insight about how people can obtain this water of life.
This water of life comes not from hard work, making money, being famous, and so on.  In fact, the notion that “those who have” must be pleasing to God is put to rest by Jesus.  Of Jesus God said, “This is my beloved son.”  And what did Jesus have?  Well, he was born in a stable because there was no room anywhere else for him.  He had no place to lay his head.  His burial was in a grave which was borrowed.  His coat was lost in a dice game at the cross.  Still he recommends his way of life to all who would be children of God.

The woman at the well, I believe, recognized that she was a pauper before God and she wanted to hear how to find the living well of water.  For me, it is so easy for the world to get in the way and I remain a pauper before God.  If we are not careful we will allow ourselves to remain paupers before God in order to be monarchs in our own eyes.

I want this water of life.
I went on the internet to see quotes I could find from  people who had talked about the water of life.  What I found were products for sale by a company called Water of Life.  I found how quickly the terminology changed from water of life to water for life.  The Water of Life company could even ship me 16 ounce, 32 ounce or 128 ounce bottles of water the same day they are ordered on line.

In Latin America, according to missionaries who work there, many rural women and young girls walk up to four miles one way to get water for their families.  Women and girls spend more than 10 million “person years” carrying water from remote sources each year.
(I note that at this point in writing this sermon I stopped to take a few deep drinks of water from the bottled water sitting next to my desk.  You can see how easily we make others invisible that even while writing such horrible factual information about the lack of water, I could so easily sip the water by my desk.)

Water is such a powerful image!  We can see the destructive power of water in floods.  We can see the recreational power of water in swimming and boating.  We can see plants spring to life when given water.  We can feel the mystic power of water in baptism.  We can see life ebb from people who do not have enough water.

The water of life is also a powerful image.  Even to speak of it can make us feel like there is a refreshment of spirit taking place within us.  The water of life – the living presence of Christ right in our midst.  And any woman who has given birth understands the powerful image of the bursting of water which is the beginning of ushering in a new life.

I believe that those who follow Jesus the Christ are called to live life in such a way that others will want to know where we have gotten our vitality and integrity and faith and joy and peace with ourselves and the world.  Where did we get this “water of life?”  We who know about this water of life are freed to live fully because we understand that we will never thirst if we have this water.
We also see life differently.  Shakespeare’s Macbeth would have us believe: “Life’s but a walking shadow, a poor player that struts and frets his hour upon the stage and then is heard no more; it is a tale told by an idiot, full of sound and fury, signifying nothing.”

No!  Jesus tells us, “I am come that you may have life and have it abundantly.”  And again, “I am the water of life; those who come to me shall never thirst.”

William J. Dawson reminds us in beautiful, poetic language that we are changed by the presence of this Christ in our lives.
Dawson wrote:
Not in robes of purple splendor, not in silken softness shod, But in raiment worn with travel came their God,

And the people knew His presence by the heart that ceased to sigh When the glory of the Lord was passing by.
For He healed their sick at even, and He cured the leper's sore, And sinful men and women sinned no more,

And the world grew mirthful hearted, and forgot its misery

When the glory of the Lord was passing by.
Not in robes of purple splendor, but in lives that do His will, in patient acts of kindness He comes still;

And the people cry with wonder, tho' no sign is in the sky,
That the glory of the Lord is passing by.
I would call your attention to read the back of today’s bulletin at some time.  It captures the ancient Bible account of Jesus and the woman at the well and how African Christians can identify with the lack of water, the importance of the well; but they would also recognize the exclusive ties of kinship and tribe, and rules of gender.
Finally we are reminded that “it does not take an experience in an African village to understand that the water Jesus offers to us, and to all the world, is a matter of eternal life.  But if we cannot grasp what it meant in a faraway peasant society for a man of one nation to reveal himself as the Christ to a woman of another, how can we appreciate the radical inclusiveness of our Christian faith?”
Jesus said to the Samaritan woman: Give me a drink.
The Samaritan woman asked him: How is it that you, a Jew, ask a drink of me, a woman of Samaria?

Jesus answered:  If you knew the gift of God, and who it is that is saying to you, ‘Give me a drink’, you would have asked him and he would have given you living water.
Jesus spoke again, saying that everyone who “drinks of this water (from the well) will be thirsty again, but those who drink of the water that I will give them will never be thirsty.  The water that I will give will become in them a spring of water gushing up to eternal life.

May God give each of us that water gushing up to eternal life.

Amen.
Jim Bell – 2/24/08
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