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The Water of Life

Introduction to the Theme
We seemed to have spoken a lot about water this winter.  Day after day it rained.  And what would we Brits talk about, if not the weather.  In all this meteorological doom talk someone, in one conversation, helpfully pointed out that if, in the upcoming summer, we have a long dry patch, we’ll look back to this winter’s rain not as a bane but as a blessing.

Jesus, who lived in a Mediterranean context, knew that water was life giving, cleansing and, quite simply, a joy because it was refreshing.  Hardly surprising then that it joined his list of spiritual metaphors employed in his core teaching.

Indeed, the whole bible is full of water stories.  Creation itself speaks of the division of waters between the sky and sea.  The Israelites began their march to freedom as the waters of the Red Sea parted.  Once in exile the faithful sat down by the Waters of Babylon and dreamed of home.  At his baptism Jesus emerged from the waters to hear he was God’s beloved and then in Revelation the Christian scriptures draw to a close celebrating the River of Life.

So, the lectionary gives us a further two water stories this morning.  

In the Old Testament reading the people are thirsty and looking for water.  Moses will smite a rock with his staff and water will flow.  Yet this is not a happy story but one of complaint with those shaking their firsts the most forgetting the goodness and provision of God in days gone by.  The first water story forgets the past.  The second is bound by the past.  A lady at a well asks Jesus for a drink.  On the surface what could not be more straightforward, yet John is telling a multilayered narrative where nothing is as it seems in which the captivating spell of the past has to be broken so that the woman can move on and have a better future.

This morning let’s take the plunge and think about two stories about water.

The Sermon
In today’s Old Testament story we meet with a people on the move with Moses as their leader.  This, for them, was a long and arduous journey from the captivity of Egypt to a new home in Canaan.  These times were demanding, challenging and confusing.  Where were they going exactly and did anyone really have a map of how to get there?  

No wonder it felt like a crisis.  It was all so horribly new and just a few were beginning to think that maybe they might have been better off staying behind in Egypt.

And so we meet them encamped at Rephidim and those niggles and grumbles were growing into siren voices of complaint against both Moses and God because the water had run out.

What do we do and how do we react in a crisis?  

Well, there in Rephidim among the tents and campfires, a negative attitude took hold and the murmurings started.  

Walk around the camp and take the mood temperature and it became clear that things were turning ugly.  Moses was approached and it shocked him to encounter a people who had once trusted him now quarrelling with him, a people who once praised God for their new found freedom now wanting to put God to the test as if he was on trial for leading them through such a parched and barren place.

So Moses called this place of conflict Massah and Meribah.  Massah meaning testing and Meribah meaning quarrelling.  

Crowd dynamics can take on a disturbing life of their own in a crisis.

I remember our German teacher at school telling us that in her teenage years she had been part of the Hitler Youth.  I reflect now with immense gratitude at her candid honesty in speaking to us of those days.  ‘What was I to do’, she said, ‘Even though I felt so uncomfortable about it all, when my friends marched, I marched with them’.  She was an excellent teacher to us, in more ways than one.

What do we do in a crisis?  Well, sometimes we just join in with the chorus of murmurings and complaints as they did that day in the camp at Rephidim.

In today’s reading they accuse Moses.  He’s no longer the hero of the hour, the great liberator, honoured for standing up to Pharaoh, now he’s the botched leader and so they say: Why have you brought us out of Egypt with our children and our herds and let us die of thirst?

Yet, perhaps something even more important was happening at the camp in Rephidim.  The people were forgetting their past.

They forgot the bravery of Moses. They forgot their great liberation from the shackles of Egyptian slavery.  They forgot they had a God who could be trusted.

And in all this forgetting of the past they became utterly desperate about the present.  Instead of the past inspiring them it was as if it had never existed.  Each day began as with the first page of a new book rather than just the next chapter of an old one.

Remembering adds perspective to our lives.  We remember as we take communion.  We remember as we walk with Jesus through Lent. We remember as we celebrate a life during a thanksgiving service.  

Remembering takes the past seriously and values it as holy ground.  It’s experiences and lessons guide, encourage and even warn us as we take the next steps into the future.

No wonder, when he came down from the mountain, Moses gave the 10 Commandments to the people with the words: Remember this, O Israel, the Lord alone is our God and we will worship him.

Remembering – it’s  one of the most important things we do in life.

The water story from today’s New Testament reading is also about the past, but this time it’s about being unhelpfully bound by it.

Addressing a woman from Samaria at Sychar’s well, Jesus offers her the ‘water of life’.

They say that history is inevitably written by the victors.  Well maybe – but it is surely remembered by the vanquished too.

And the Samaritans in Jesus’ first century world felt they always came out on the wrong side of the history books.  They represent the tribes that broke away when the kingdom split.  Their relationship with Israel was complicated.

The Jews and Samaritans lived in a permanently unresolved state of tension.  At one time this seemed to best be symbolised by the presence of a rival Samaritan temple to the one set up by Solomon in Jerusalem.

But Jesus provocatively crosses over divides and deliberately turns a blind eye to the received social conventions of his day.

He doesn’t divert his last journey to Jerusalem so as to avoid Samaria but ploughs straight through it, passing what was called Shechem in the Jewish scriptures and is referred to here as Sychar.  The location of Jacob’s Well.

And the encounter is with a woman who is given no name by John. Such an omission accentuates her already marginalised position in society.  Collecting water could be one of the best episodes in anyone’s day.  A communal activity, gathering at the well, stopping to meet friends and catch up with village gossip.  But not if you have worked your way through the five husbands Samaritan law allowed before banning any further marriage.  So, the man she was living with now – like her was an outsider – outside the law, outside the conventions of the day. She is ostracised by her peers and traumatised by her past.

Yet is that where she must stay?  Do we have to be defined by our past?  We can never escape it, but do we have to be ruled by it?

Well, what follows next is her encounter with Jesus and I was surprised and delighted to discover that this is the longest recorded conversation Jesus has in the gospels.  Here in the midday sun, at Jacob’s Well, he lingers, takes his time and gives the Samaritan woman his full attention and speaks to her the first formalised ‘I am’ saying of the gospel – I am living water.

Of course, there might well be much in our past for which we are profoundly grateful and wouldn’t want to change. Yet all of us have memories that hurt and histories that confuse.  Are we always to be a hostage to yesterday?

We can go on fighting old battles long after the original reasons have been forgotten or simply resolved.

I recall a conversation with a lady describing her church and in a moment of disarming and sad honesty she admitted ‘the trouble with us is that we have long memories’.  Families in her church who fell out in 1973 still bear the grudge even though they have forgotten the issue.

So, is there any hope for this Woman of Samaria?

Hope, it seems to me, is exactly what Jesus was offering this woman.  

Living water describes a spirituality that sustains and brings life.  Living water is about finding regular, daily refreshment in a belief and faith that touches head and heart.  Living water says I don’t have to be dehydrated and withered by the failures of the past.  Living water can bring hope.

This woman comes out of the loneliness of her isolated home life into the piercing light of the noon day sun. She seemed to have a broken self-image; indeed, one bible commentator puts it rather poignantly saying she lived in the ‘shadow of her own marginality’.  Yet Jesus doesn’t condemn her but restores her. He offers her hope for today and tomorrow.  It’s as if he invites her into that ‘holy space of love’ – the space where God dwells.

And Jesus, as it were, in their conversation – as they talk about the meaning of life, the issues which need to be washed away, the joys which can be refreshed, the hopes which can sustain – Jesus reaches back into her pain and sorrow, those things perhaps unspoken and unnamed – and he offers her a different identity – a different self-understanding – he refreshes her with hope.

It’s a picture of what the gospel can mean for all of us. 


We begin to see life’s connections differently.  We no longer hear words of condemnation but affirmation. We move, step by step, into that ‘holy space of love’ where God dwells.  

And we do it in those meetings we have with Jesus – we might call it prayer, worship, sermons, bible studies, silence or fellowship – but regularly in our journey of faith it’s as if Jesus calls us to the well so that we may sit down and talk with him.  A conversation that flows like water, reaching into our deepest recesses, refreshing us with hope, filling us with a different understanding about ourselves, God and our communities.  

And we leave the well – not with all our questions answered – but deeply grateful for this life changing and enhancing conversation.

Water stories – one reminding us to value the past, the other freeing us from being bound by it.

May both stories refresh our lives this week in the name of Jesus, who is The Water of Life.  Amen.
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