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     Exodus 17:1-7; John 4:5-42


I love the fact that the Revised Common Lectionary--the schedule of Bible readings that our church, and many others follow—pairs the stories of Moses going to a rock in the desert in order to get water and the story of Jesus’ conversation with the Samaritan woman.  To me, that story from Exodus points out a very important element of the story in John.  The Samaritan woman probably approached Jesus with the same attitude that Moses approached the rock—complete incredulity that there could be anything nourishing, anything life-giving in the encounter.


How could have Moses had any hope of getting water from a rock?  If this story is a familiar one to you, it’s easy to overlook the strangeness of God’s request.  It’s not at all surprising that they Israelites are thirsty—how much water could they have carried with them when they left Egypt, after all?  And it’s not surprising that they complain enough that Moses finally appeals to God for help.  God’s been helping all along the way.  But when Moses asked for water, I imagine he was thinking that God would show him the way to a spring, to an oasis, perhaps.  Or maybe God would miraculously created a spring in the desert, or even a freshwater lake!  But that’s not what God does.  God tells Moses to go head-to-head with a rock.  You want water? God asks.  Well, go to the driest, most lifeless thing around you, go straight to the problem—the dry rocky ground you’ve wandered into—and that’s where you’re going to find water.  And of course, God’s right.  Good thing Moses trusted him!


And it’s the same thing with the Samaritan woman.  She finds “living water”, nourishment for the deepest thirsts of her soul, in an encounter with a lone Jewish man who she meets at a well in her village.  In her conversation, she alludes to the divisions between Jews and Samaritans, divisions that make it shocking that people from the two groups would even speak to each other, say nothing of appreciate what the other has to say or teach.  When the Samaritan woman saw a Jewish man at the well, she probably saw what Moses saw when he looked at a rock.  This is the source of the problem.  This is the thing that’s getting in my way.  This is something that cannot give me life.  This is something that will never be any different from what it is today.  But if that’s what she first thought, she was willing to be persuaded otherwise.  She listens long enough to Jesus to realize that there is water coming from what she thought was rock.  And so, she ran back to her town and told everyone she met that they needed to hear Jesus for themselves.


And they listened to her!  That is another surprising piece of the story, because there are all sorts of clues all over this story that the woman at the well was an outsider in her own community.  We know that her marital status doesn’t fit the mold—she’s either extremely unlucky, or she’s playing the field.  And the fact that she’s at the well alone, in the middle of the day, places her outside of the community of women who would have gotten their water in the morning.  When she came running back into town after her conversation with Jesus, what might her fellow townspeople have thought when they saw her?  I bet they thought, this is the source of the problem.  This person can’t tell me anything that will nourish me, that will give me life.  But for whatever reason, they were willing to listen long enough that they were persuaded otherwise.  They believed her words enough that they were willing to go out to the well, and listen to Jesus themselves.  They found nourishment where they only saw an obstacle.  They found water from a rock.


This theme is a powerful one, and it’s more than a nice moral to these two stories.  These stories are intended, after all, to teach us about who God is in our lives, not just who God was in the days of Moses or Jesus.  Have you even found that God has led you to a rock, and helped you to find water there?  That’s a pretty intriguing question, isn’t it?


Many of us have stories like the writer of the 23rd Psalm.  We can talk about how we have found green pastures in life, and still waters, and we can give God thanks for the good and nourishing things in our lives.  And we can talk about how we’ve have difficult experiences, trying times, how we’ve walked through the valley of the shadow of death and found that we weren’t alone in those experiences.  God was present and accessible to us in our painful times, through prayer and through the presence of friends or even strangers who ministered to us in our times of need.


But these stories are different.  These stories are about how God led us, in our time of need, not to what we asked for, but rather God led us right back to the source of the problem and said, you will find your nourishment here.  You will find the thing that will sustain your life here.  Have you ever had that experience?


This isn’t just a psychological or personal dynamic.  This is a social dynamic.  Think for example of South Africa’s Truth and Reconciliation Commission.  After the end of apartheid, there must have been many in South Africa, blacks and whites, who just wanted to move on into the future, leaving all of the unpleasant history behind them.  But there were enough people who realized that the future of the country, the life and health of the country, lay in engagement with the very things that had hurt so much.  People needed to say out loud, in the presence of those who hurt them, this is what happened to me.  Why?  The people who ran the commission were quite clear that the point of their work was not to create harmony—to get the perpetrators to apologize, to get everyone to kiss and make up.  The point was to engage in the pain of apartheid itself—to acknowledge it, not to pretend that it didn’t exist.  


And think of what is happening in Iraq today.  If you have read even a little way beyond the headlines about improvements in the security situation there over the past year, you’ll have heard stories of how the U.S. military has begun to cooperate with—and even supply arms to local militias.  Maybe you even heard the news yesterday about Moqtada al Sadr’s decision to extend the ceasefire that he declared about six months ago for another six months.  These people, who are often referred to in the press as “war lords” could easily be seen as the very people who are thrwarting the elected government in Iraq.  They could be the problem—but somehow the U.S. military has made a decision that the only way we’ll move towards a solution in that country is by working directly and cooperatively with the problem.  And I can’t help but think that these militia leaders have come to the same conclusion.  They have decided to work directly with the U.S. military, the very people who I’m sure many of them consider the source of the problem.


This same dynamic shows up in our religious lives.  When I was in divinity school, I took a class called “Native American Religious Traditions”.  The class was filled with people who were looking for a spiritual path, a spiritual practice, other than the one they had grown up with.  There were ex-Catholics, ex-Jews, ex-evangelical Christians, you name it.  All of them wearing turquoise jewelry, light sage, praying in the four directions, you name it.  The professor was compassionate with them, but also very clear.  She said time and again, in order for you to really move forward, you need to go back to your own roots.  Go deep into those roots—dig past the things that you object to, dig deeper.  You’ll find the same nourishment there that I have found by going deeply into my people’s tradition.


Do these stories ring true for you?  Do they remind you of a situation, a time in your own life when you have found water from a rock?  Would anyone like to share an experience?


These stories—the ones we have just told, and the ones that scripture tells us—are powerful.  Not only do they describe important lessons we’ve learned, but they also call us to explore this dynamic on a deeper and deeper level.  Perhaps, like the Samaritan woman, there is some other person, some group of people, some dynamic or force outside of yourself which you have come to see as an enemy, as an obstacle, as a barrier to your growth.  Perhaps the hard place is in your own heart—a grief that you’re holding onto, some anger, some jealousy, some wound that you have decided, consciously or unconsciously, will never heal. What would it take to believe that God could bring water to the world, bring life and nourishment to the world, even from that hard stone?  You know what it’s like to run into that place.  “That, I just can’t believe.”  “It’s too late for me on that.”  “I can’t love and accept that person, I just can’t.”  God looks at that hardness, and sees, water source.  Thanks be to God!
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