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Texts appointed for Year A, Lent III:

First Lesson: Exodus 17:1-7  

From the wilderness of Sin the whole congregation of the Israelites journeyed by stages, as the LORD commanded. They camped at Rephidim, but there was no water for the people to drink. The people quarreled with Moses, and said, "Give us water to drink." Moses said to them, "Why do you quarrel with me? Why do you test the LORD?" But the people thirsted there for water; and the people complained against Moses and said, "Why did you bring us out of Egypt, to kill us and our children and livestock with thirst?" So Moses cried out to the LORD, "What shall I do with this people? They are almost ready to stone me." The LORD said to Moses, "Go on ahead of the people, and take some of the elders of Israel with you; take in your hand the staff with which you struck the Nile, and go. I will be standing there in front of you on the rock at Horeb. Strike the rock, and water will come out of it, so that the people may drink." Moses did so, in the sight of the elders of Israel. He called the place Massah and Meribah, because the Israelites quarreled and tested the LORD, saying, "Is the LORD among us or not?"

The Gospel: John 4:5-26, 39-42   

So he came to a Samaritan city called Sychar, near the plot of ground that Jacob had given to his son Joseph. Jacob's well was there, and Jesus, tired out 
by his journey, was sitting by the well. It was about noon. A Samaritan woman came to draw water, and Jesus said to her, "Give me a drink." (His disciples had gone to the city to buy food.) The Samaritan woman said to him, "How is it that you, a Jew, ask a drink of me, a woman of Samaria?" (Jews do not share things in common with Samaritans.) Jesus answered her, "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 woman said to him, "Sir, you have no bucket, and the well is deep. Where do you get that living water? Are you greater than our ancestor Jacob, who gave us the well, and with his sons and his flocks drank from it?" Jesus said to her, "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 gushing up to eternal life." The woman said to him, "Sir, give me this water, so that I may never be thirsty or have to keep coming here to draw water." Jesus said to her, "Go, call your husband, and come back." The woman answered him, "I have no husband." Jesus said to her, "You are right in saying, `I have no husband'; for you have had five husbands, and the one you have now is not your husband. What you have said is true!" The woman said to him, "Sir, I see that you are a prophet. Our ancestors worshiped on this mountain, but you say that the place where people must worship is in Jerusalem." Jesus said to her, "Woman, believe me, the hour is coming when you will worship the Father neither on this mountain nor in Jerusalem. You worship what you do not know; we worship what we know, for salvation is from the Jews. But the hour is coming, and is now here, when the true worshipers will worship the Father in spirit and truth, for the Father seeks such as these to worship him. God is spirit, and those who worship him must worship in spirit and truth." The woman said to him, "I know that Messiah is coming" (who is called Christ). "When he comes, he will proclaim all things to us." Jesus said to her, "I am he, the one who is speaking to you." Many Samaritans from that city believed in him because of the woman's testimony, "He told me everything I have ever done." So when the Samaritans came to him, they asked him to stay with them; and he stayed there two days. And many more believed because of his word. They said to the woman, "It is no longer because of what you said that we believe, for we have heard for ourselves, and we know that this is truly the Savior of the world."
“But the hour is coming, and now is here, when the true worshipers will worship the Father in spirit and truth, for the Father seeks such as these to worship him.  God is spirit, and those who worship him must worship in spirit and truth.”
     How ‘bout this weather, huh?  Rain, rain, rain, when’s it gonna end?  As opposed to drought, drought, drought, when’s it ever gonna rain?

     At first glance it would appear today’s scripture lessons are all about water; or, the lack of it, and about thirst of one kind or another.  In the gospel story, the woman at the well can’t imagine anything – let alone water – which can sustain a life for more than a day at a time.  

     And in the first lesson the people are quarreling with Moses, because they’re dying of thirst in the wilderness. They’re re-thinking bondage in Egypt — despite a parched soul and spirit — was preferable.  When Moses strikes the rock and cool, refreshing water gushes forth, they all must have thought it was a mirage; crazy with the heat and exhaustion, the second-guessing and the foolishness of their faithlessness, the last place they ever must have thought life-giving water would gush forth was from a rock in the desert!

     The story says they’d wandered forty years; but a part of me thinks if they’d only waited a while longer, the weather eventually would have changed.  It always does.  They didn’t have the weatherman to explain it, but surely they had experienced the natural phenomenon: changes in areas of high and low pressure in the atmosphere, a shift in the thermal winds aloft, the heavens open, the rain comes, and the crocus blooms in the desert.  

     A park service ranger in Death Valley last week said the early and unusually heavy amounts of rainfall have brought a spectacular early spring to the desert. Even then, however, we know what that also means.   Record rainfalls in SoCal – with the accompanying mudslides — have brought death and destruction to folks who’ve done nothing but complain in recent memory about a six-year drought!

     At second glance, then, it would appear the scripture lessons today are really about change.  And, it’s not just about a change that’s inevitable, or even change for the sake of change, for that matter; but a change that speaks of something new, in exchange for something old that doesn’t work anymore; or never did, and never will.  In the first lesson, you could call it faithlessness, and the failure to trust God’s provision.  In the gospel story, take it one step further; it’s the failure to believe God could provide us something we need for more than a day, until something as capricious as the weather changes once again.

I don’t know if it’s just our resistance, or our lack of imagination about what it might bring, when change occurs.  I heard at the age of sixty-nine the well-known actor, Alan Alda, has just announced his soon-to-be-published autobiography.  The book’s title, Don’t Stuff the Dog, is based on a childhood story when Alda was eight years old and his dog died.  In order to keep his son from sobbing with inconsolable grief, his father had the beloved family pet stuffed. It was then placed on the front porch of the house, where it scared off all deliverymen.  Alda’s point (I think): Nothing new could be brought into their lives — let alone to he front door — as long as vestiges of the old were propped up on the front steps.  The lesson is something like don’t get hung up and afraid of change, or afraid to change, as a result; let go of the old, in order to be open to something new, however unwelcome.  

    In all honesty, that’s not always easy, when change can be so painful sometimes. I read an article the other day in a news weekly about a woman named Marilyn from New York City, who lost her beloved husband last year, and wrote of her difficulty dealing with such a huge change in her life.

“So much I once thought permanent seems to have shifted or slipped away: four pregnancies, my first marriage, two dogs, three cats, my mother, my father, and most recently, my Arthur.  Since he died, my closet has become overcrowded and noisy.  Understand, we don’t inter in my group, we cremate and collect.  So, at the moment, I have residing in my walk-in closet my father (black plastic box wrapped with clear packing tape), Larry the cat (tiny, flowered tin) and now Arthur (brushed-brass urn).”  
     We all know how everyone grieves in their own way, in their own time.  A year later, Marilyn goes on to speak of the waning numbness and denial over the circumstances in her life that are slowly beginning to shift and change, as well.  A change in one’s weather can bring more than a little rain, or a few balmy, carefree days.

     And then it seems sometimes everybody can be affected by some changes, all at once.  I think about hubbub over the impending so-called crisis in Social Security.  There’s been a change in what was once thought to be a guarantee of a secure future retirement income for our citizens.  Now our government leadership tries to patiently explain the problem is generally the result of retirees living longer, and hence drawing benefits longer, exceeding the rate at which the next generation is currently paying into the system.  Reportedly, it’s the same with a very real Medicare crisis.

     With end-of-life care quickly becoming the greatest portion of Medicare’s costs, some experts now want to suggest we entertain the notion that efforts to prolong life may end up only prolonging suffering.  The solution all the way around? How to save Medicare, they say, and alleviate personal, individual pain all at the same time? Die Sooner!  

   There may be a host of objections and reservations to such a prescription!  In response, I offer up my own faith-based initiative, based on today’s gospel, that prescribes something more than hastening the merely inevitable; and instead suggest we consider an uneven exchange offering.  In gospel parlance: exchange a cup of water for a wellspring that never runs dry.

   Last week we read the story of the exchange between Jesus and Nicodemus, the religious leader who had trouble understanding how to be “born again” and live simultaneously; that is how to be born both of “water and Spirit.”

    Now Jesus is talking about simultaneously exchanging one kind of water for another. Like one born of the Spirit, it’s a different rate of exchange.  It’s “living” water, Jesus tells the woman.  It  doesn’t just slake your thirst for an hour, or a day, or even a lifetime.  It’s forever, he says.

    But the Samaritan woman is still thinking only of today.  S he can only imagine today, and tomorrow, and the next day will all be the same; when she’ll have to make her daily trek back to the same old well, to dip her same old bucket into the same old spring, and trudge home again with it, only to return again, and again, and again.  She can’t imagine anything changing; not really changing.

     She’s still only thinking Jesus’ offer of “living water” might simply relieve her of the drudgery of her same old life.  Like her five prior husbands — and her current “significant other” – she’s changed partners a number of times. But only now perhaps she has the haunting suspicion that – for all those changes – her “serial marriage” syndrome hasn’t resulted in any significant, real change in her life.

     Perhaps she was deflecting that uncomfortable truth in herself when she was instead raving to her neighbors about Jesus instead. “He told me everything I’ve ever done,” she said, as she partially revealed something they’d probably all been talking about over the backyard fence for years!  Heck, a prophet, maybe a fortune-teller, or even a good meteorologist of the soul could do that: interpret and predict a change in your weather.   Better had she realized, “He told me the one thing I haven’t done.”  

     ... she was instead raving to her neighbors about Jesus instead. “He told me everything I’ve ever done,” she said, as she revealed something they’d probably all been talking about over the backyard fence for years!  Heck, a prophet, or even a good meteorologist of the soul could do that: interpret and predict a change in her weather.   Better had she realized, “He told me the one thing I haven’t done.”  

     When it comes to change, there’s change for change sake; and there’s the inevitability of change.  A change for the better is another matter.  And an exchange beyond our wildest imagining – is what Jesus had in mind when he offered to exchange a cup of water that day with the woman at Jacob’s well, who only had a parched and barren life of endless changes that was going nowhere.

    The Jesus of John’s gospel portrays a highly stylized, developed messianic identity when he says, “I am he (the Christ), the one who is speaking to you.” John’s early Christian community read backwards into the tradition’s stories of Jesus’ life to find a second, interpretive level of understanding to all his words and ways.  In the midst of the shifting formation of the early Church’s faith, we have this sophisticated kind of language speaking about an exchange between a half-empty life and one promised with abundance. Jesus as “living water” is pure Johnannine imagery; like the “tree-and-branches” image, or Jesus as “the good shepherd,” or Jesus as the “way, the truth and life.”  John’s gospel elevates the nature and notion of faith to something other than that which can be drawn from the daily well.  It is an otherwise unimaginable encounter between a Jewish rabbi and a Samaritan woman at the daily well.  For it’s about water and Spirit.
   The 2000 film, Chocolat, remains my favorite Lenten movie.  Though I’ve spoken of it before, there’s one fitting illustration here.  Briefly to recap, a woman and her daughter open a chocolate shop in a small French village that result in the rigid morality of the community being shaken up.  At first it is an unwelcome change, with the demise of the status quo.  Ultimately it is also the utter downfall of the chief antagonist, Comte De Reynaud, who succumbs to his deepest desires in the midst of the penitential Lenten season as he goes on a chocolate binge.  

     The change does not merely end however with the exposure of his hypocritical, false piety.  It also precipitates the collapse of the façade of a life to which he can no longer cling;  with the pretense that his wife – who he has insisted is only on a very long extended holiday — has, in fact left him and his insufferable ways for good.  It’s more than change.  It’s the exchange of one kind of a life for another, and which turn out to be a redemptive one at that.

A wispy prelude to the film begins with a narration, 

“Once upon a time there was a quiet little village in the French countryside.  They believed in tranquilité.  … So through good times and bad, famine and feast, the village held fast to it’s tradition – until one winter day a sly wind blew in from the north.”

   The villagers are all dutifully in the little church on a snowy Sunday morning, as the mysterious woman and her daughter trudge upon the deserted cobbled streets.  Inside the stone cold church the timid young preacher beg’s the question from the pulpit, “Where is the truth?  Where do we start looking?”  “We will find it,” he begins to continue in response to his own yearning question, when suddenly the blustery wind blows open wide the big church door; only to be quickly shut out again, for a time, by Reynaud.  But — as the story then goes on to tell us — change is already in the air.

    Then at the end of the film, almost as an epilogue, when the sad little village has been transformed with new life and merriment, the night wind stirs once again; but this time even the one who was once the protagonist for change has found a new life and home for herself.

“But still the clever North Wind was not satisfied.  The wind spoke to Vianne of towns yet to be visited, friends in need yet to be discovered, battles yet to be fought … but by someone else next time.  And so it was the North Wind grew weary, and went on it’s way. When summer came to the little village a new breeze from the South blew soft and warm.”  

   Charming.  And more than a change in the weather, the story would seem to suggest;  like an exchange of water and Spirit, for instance.
     “The wind blows where it wills,” Jesus tells us.  And we are a people of water and the Spirit.  The young preacher plaintively asks, “Where is the truth?  Where do we start looking?”  Even in a little village church the words of scripture can be read and heard: “The hour is here, when the true worshipers worship the Father in spirit and truth.”

     If you’ve ever noticed or wondered about the liturgical ritual of mixing a little water with the wine in the cruet at the altar before it is blessed and given to all the thirsty who come forward for communion, it is not — as some have suggested — for the purpose of making it go further or diluting the pungent strength of modestly-priced sherry on an early Sunday morning.   No!  We know we’re ninety-eight percent water.  But at this appointed hour we also know it is the ordinariness of our lives that is co-mingled with the Spirit that makes us a faithful people of water and the Spirit.
     Each week, we come here with the inevitabilities of changes in the ordinariness our lives.  In Lent we come forward with our sticks and stones to drop in the coffin the remains of the days — both in good times and bad — that once were, but are no more.  Like the weather, things always, ineveitably change.

   But more than that, we exchange it all for living bread, and living water.

     Amen. jb+
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