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As we embrace again the Heifer Project Lenten discipline, and display the plywood cow to advertise this supremely worthy effort, I am reminded of my life as a farm boy. It would be easy for me to idealize my memories, as I think I have done sometimes from this pulpit, easy to embellish what was often an arduous and boring round of chores, especially for a child and then an adolescent. Often there was drama, however, as during a very dry summer in the late fifties. The venerable spring above us on the hillside, which had been supplying the needs of livestock and people for many generations, slowed its output to a relative trickle. Cows, as you may know, require vast quantities of water; water is the majority ingredient of milk, and without enough water our cash crop was in jeopardy. For a period of several weeks my brothers and I loaded up a pickup with big old milk cans and drove across town to a more reliable spring, laboriously filled the cans and returned to the farm and emptied them into the watering trough in the barnyard.


People in Palestine are much more sensitive to water supply issues than we are; my anomalous experience of drought is much more a matter of course in that countryside, so much of which is semi-arid. It is by no accident that the biblical writers so often refer to water, and especially to fresh water (what they refer to as living water) as an emblem of God’s saving presence. The first psalm refers to those who live by the Torah, the word of God, as being “like trees planted by streams of water, bearing fruit in due season, with leaves that do not wither.”


In a few minutes the choir will sing a superbly beautiful setting of Psalm 42, which begins: “As the deer longs for the water-brooks, so longs my soul for you, O God. My soul is athirst for God, athirst for the living God.” We are reminded by the reading this morning from Exodus how the people of Moses were saved miraculously in their Sinai wanderings, when they were about to rise up in desperate violence against Moses because of their life-threatening thirst. At God’s instruction, Moses struck the rock and water gushed out.


A number of key stories in Genesis are set at wells, like that of Jacob’s meeting Rachel when she comes to water the sheep at a well in the land of the east to which Jacob has fled. That echo reverberates into the gospel story from John, of Jesus’ stopping outside Shechem at Jacob’s well (another well, in this case) as he makes his way from the Jordan valley north to Galilee through the unfriendly territory of the Samaritans. A woman comes to the well for water, and in the conversation that follows, John the gospel-writer slowly and artfully builds to the climactic statement of Jesus that he is the Messiah. The prelude to this revelation is the discussion about living water. Jesus asks the woman to draw some water for him to drink, she expresses surprise that he would make such an intimate request of a presumably hostile Samaritan, and a woman at that, Jesus then says, “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.”


The story concludes with the woman’s running back to the village and summoning her friends, who come to Jesus with eager expectation. Contrary to all customary attitudes between Samaritans and mainstream Israelites, they invite Jesus to stay with them for two days, and they become among the very first to believe in him as the Savior of the world.


The geographical details of this story are sufficiently precise that we may assume that some fragment of a remembered episode was the inspiration for the gospel-writer’s account. But the story is so carefully constructed, and so heavy with theological significance, that we must assume also that it was one of several narratives designed as parables by the gospel-writer. Like the colloquy with Nicodemus that we heard last week, like the incident with the man born blind that we will hear next week, this exchange between Jesus and the Samaritan woman is a concentrated and dramatic expression of the gospel-writer’s introductory proclamation: “And the Word became flesh and lived among us, and we have seen his glory.” The Samaritan woman stands for all compromised humans, to whom God comes with the gift of life, the gift of living water, the saving and restorative and forgiving companionship.


We are meant to remember all the references to God as saving water in the Hebrew scriptures, including the words of the prophet Isaiah, Jesus’ great mentor: “Thus says the Lord: In a time of favor I have answered you, on a day of salvation I have helped you; I have kept you and given you as a covenant to the people. . . . They shall not hunger or thirst, neither scorching wind nor sun shall strike them down, for he who has pity on them will lead them, and by springs of water will guide them.”


Jesus says to the Samaritan woman, “Everyone who drinks of this water 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 leaping up to eternal life.” That is the gift, not just of water to sustain people in their earthly journey, essential as that is, but also life that expands into eternity, into the presence of God, into the realm of unthreatened refreshment.


Water is an emblem of God’s saving presence, and we can reflect on the relation of one to the other in our own lives. If to the people of ancient and contemporary Palestine water was and is a constant source of anxious concern, to us it is more often a constant companion that we take for granted. Whether from the tap or from the designer bottle, it is an accessory of which we are both careless and wasteful. Yet in the rare times that we lack it, we are reminded how precious is this common thing, how much of our own bodily lives it constitutes, how quickly we perish if it is no longer available.


We do well to pause, not just in this moment, but from time to time in normal living, to appreciate and give thanks for these resources, so common, so essential, so easy to take for granted, so impossible to live without. What is true of water is true of God: both are available, essential, and easy to ignore. Both, on the other hand, when appreciated for who or what they are, have the capacity to enrich our lives with almost no expenditure on our part. Like the air we breathe, these presences, God’s own self and precious water, give themselves to us, sustain us, and invite us to treat them in such a way that not only we but also others, others whose needs are so much more extreme than our own, can share in them also.


For this living water, both the literal fresh water and God’s saving presence, we give thanks, and praise. May they be to us and to all who need and call on them, life in this world, and life forever.  











Amen.

