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Today’s gospel lesson revolves around a thirsty woman. We do not know much about her. We are not told her name. We do not know her age or birthplace or if she has children. We do learn that she is from Samaria, where the story takes place. We also learn – in a part of the text we did not read – that she has a checkered marital history... something about five marriages and living with a man who is not her husband. 

But beyond those few details, we know only that she is a thirsty woman on a hot day. Under the same scorching sun, Jesus and the woman both head to the local well. Jesus gets there first. 

Sitting there by himself, hot and tired and dusty from the journey but not able to get to the water, I wonder if Jesus drifts back in his memory to another time of great thirst for him, the 40 days spent in the desert grappling with demons. His ministry begins there, in that crucible of spiritual challenge. He confronts the trap of satisfying personal desire at the expense of things of the spirit. Jesus wrestles in his own personal Lent with his inner urge to put self before God. He fights his own compulsion to consume. 

Are you hungry Jesus? Satisfy yourself by turning this stone into bread. Are you weak, Jesus? Change all that by taking control for yourself. Are you merely mortal, Jesus? Prove your power by saving yourself?
In that 40-day wilderness struggle Jesus rejects the drive to consume according to his own desires, and instead, turns his life over to God. Jesus anticipates the same spiritual struggle, the same spiritual challenges, we face, as he lays aside his own cravings and seeks to replace them with a deep desire for God. 

If Jesus – sitting there in the hot sun next to water he cannot reach – was wrapped in those memories of that time, when the woman arrives at the well she jolts him back to reality. She quickly learns she is not the only thirsty one that day. “Woman,” Jesus says through parched lips, “Give me a drink.” 

It may be helpful to know something about the geography and politics of first-century Palestine to understand the setting for this encounter. Galilee was in the north and Judea in the south, with Samaria in the middle. The Jews, of Galilee and Judea, and the Samaritans who lived between them, are not friendly toward one another. They have a history of theological and territorial disputes that often erupt in violence.  Jews are strictly prohibited from contact with Samaritans; Samaritans return the favor. 

So the scene at the well in Samaria that day is designed to provoke and even to scandalize. A traveling Jewish man talking alone to a Samaritan woman on her turf? It would be akin to an Israeli Jew in Egypt today wanting to get to Tel Aviv and choosing to go right through Gaza – and then stopping to visit with a Palestinian woman all alone. The potential for outrage is there from the start. 

But Jesus is thirsty, and he has no bucket to reach the cool water. He needs help.  

“The Samaritan woman says to him, ‘How is it that you, a Jew, ask a drink of me, a woman of Samaria?’ … Jesus answers 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.’ … ‘Everyone who drinks of this water,” Jesus says, indicating the water in the well, “will be thirsty again,’ Jesus says, ‘but those who drink of the water that I will give them will never be thirsty.’” (John 4:9-10, 13-14)
Therein lies a basic goal of faithful living: to replace our ravenous human appetite for things of this world – which do not satisfy the soul – with a longing for the things of God.  That is the life into which you and I were baptized, and it is the life into which we will baptize little Olive and Stella later in this service. Although the thirsty woman does not realize it at first, she, too, has come looking for that life.

The search for God begins with our thirst for something beyond the mundane and the material. Constant consumption – the way we tend to live – will simply never satisfy.

Many of us watched Tiger Woods deliver his statement on national television this past week. Ignoring the question of the sincerity of those remarks and setting aside the tabloid nature of the whole business, I found it fascinating that he chose to underscore the fundamentally spiritual nature of his failings. He referred to the Buddhism that has guided his life since childhood, saying that he had forsaken that path. In his remarks he said, “Buddhism teaches that a craving for things outside ourselves causes an unhappy and pointless search for security.”

Woods correctly cites one of what are called the Four Noble Truths of Buddhism: the elimination of selfish craving. Only by letting go of our fierce attachment to worldly things, the Buddha taught, can we attain true enlightenment. Our Christian way shares the same conviction that the things of this world can consume us and become a debilitating source of pride, displacing from the center of our lives the love of God and neighbor.

In fourth-century Egypt a woman named Amma Theodora was an ascetic who lived alone in the wild, a desert mother. She told the story of another woman of the wilderness who, like Jesus, overcame the demons of the desert. Amma Theodora says the woman asked the very demons themselves how she had conquered them. 

“‘What makes you go away?’ she said to the demons. ‘Is it fasting?’ They replied, ‘We do not eat or drink.’ ‘Is it vigils?’ she asked. ‘We do not sleep.’ they replied. ‘Is it separation from the world?’ ‘We live in the desert.’ ‘What power sends you away, then?’ the woman asked. They said, ‘Nothing can overcome us, but only humility.’ 

From this story, Amma Theodora says, “Do you see how humility is victorious over the demons?” (From Laura Swan, The Forgotten Desert Mothers [New York: Paulist Press, 2001], p. 67)

In his own desert struggle, Jesus defeats his personal demons by letting go of self and falling back on God, who only can sustain the human soul.

“Everyone who drinks of this water will be thirsty again,” Jesus says, “but those who drink of the water that I will give them will never be thirsty.”
Looking back over the economic calamity of the last 18 months, we have to ask how much of what we are going through reflects a spiritual crisis among all of us. Have we sought to satisfy ourselves through material gain fueled by unquenchable greed? Economists speak of the need for a return to consumption: we will know all is well when we begin to consume once more. 

But can we emerge from this season of economic Lent with different priorities? What would happen if we chose to do something more gospel-like with our resources, instead of merely indulging ourselves once again? Is there another way, a simpler, less consumptive way to live that meets our needs more modestly – and also the needs of the human community and of the earth itself? Is this not the Good News of the gospel that we embrace? Does Jesus not expect of us an utter reorientation of the way we live – he calls it being “born again?”

A thirsty woman goes to the well one day in ancient Samaria. That desert mother comes to slake her dryness with water drawn from the deep. What she gets instead is an invitation to living water, to new life in the way of Jesus. The thirst she bears in her soul will be satisfied by the life to which Jesus calls her, a life rooted in the love of God. 

She leaves the well that day and sets out to reorder the way she lives. Can that happen for us, or are we inextricably attached to our patterns of insatiable consumption?

This past week, on our Westminster trip to visit our partner church in Cuba, we heard Bible scholar John Dominic Crossan speak. He made a remarkable statement about the radical nature of the gospel.  “The purpose of civilization,” he said, “is to defeat God.” 

The purpose of civilization is to defeat God. 
That is a rather dark view of human endeavor, but it does seem as if the ways we live – both personally and in our economic and political and social systems – often conspire together to work against the very Good News that Jesus embodies. In Jesus, God intends to subvert all those systems, so that the poor are lifted up; those on the margins, welcomed home; those thought to be lost, found; the goodness of creation, restored; and, all people invited to that great banquet of justice served up in the reign of God. 

Who among us does not thirst for such a vision of our life together on this old earth? 

The woman says to Jesus, “Sir, where do you get that living water?” 

The question hangs in the air for us.

A few years ago Mary Oliver wrote a poem titled, Thirst. The poet sounds as if she could be the woman Jesus meets at the well. 


Another morning and I wake with thirst 

for the goodness I do not have. I walk 

out to the pond and all the way God has 

given us such beautiful lessons. Oh Lord, 

I was never a quick scholar but sulked 

and hunched over my books past the 

hour and the bell; grant me, in your 

mercy, a little more time. Love for the 

earth and love for you are having such a 

long conversation in my heart. Who 

knows what will finally happen or 

where I will be sent, yet already I have 

given a great many things away, expect-

ing to be told to pack nothing, except the 

prayers which, with this thirst, I am 

slowly learning.  (Thirst, 2001)

We learn from the woman at the well that thirsting for God is a good thing. It is where faithful living begins. 

Thanks be to God.

Amen.

Charge:
Go forth into the world in peace; Be of good courage; Hold fast to that which is good; Render to no person evil for evil. Strengthen the faint-hearted;
Support the weak; Heal the afflicted. Honor all people, Love and serve the Lord,

Rejoicing in the power of the Spirit.

Benediction:

And now may the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, the love of God and the communion of the Holy Spirit be with us and those whom God loves this whole world over.
“The Thirsty Woman”
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