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The problem with God is that God has such fuzzy boundaries.  If God would just be God and leave us to be humans, it might just be manageable.  But God insists on being part of our lives, at the most awkward moments, giving us glimpses of what life could be like and then God asks us to live it out with our fellow humans who, truth be told, aren’t much clearer than we are on what it’s all about.  If God would just set it all up and say, “OK, here’s how it all works; go to it!” then we would be fine.  And in fact, God tried to do that with the 10 Commandments and that lasted about a week before people started asking, “Well, is it really coveting if I just admire my girlfriend’s new dress,” and “Is it work if I turn on a light switch on the Sabbath?” and “Do I have to honor my father and mother when they drive me crazy?”  

So from those 10 Commandments they developed 613 more, all in an effort to set some boundaries on God.  And people thought they had God pretty much nailed down until Jesus turned up in Samaria and met a woman at a well.  The woman thought she was just going to get water for cooking but there was Jesus, a strange man who apparently didn’t know any of the rules.  He broke them all in matter of 5 minutes.  First, he spoke to her, a woman and one he wasn’t related to.  He spoke to her, a female, a non-relative and a Samaritan when everyone knows Samaritans are heretics of the first order even if they once were really Jewish too.  He spoke to her, a female Samaritan non-relative who came to the well at noon because that way she could avoid the stares and ugly comments of her neighbors.  Jesus stepped across all sorts of boundaries and struck the rock that was her heart, called her away from her chores and offered her a different sort of life altogether, if she’d just let her boundaries get a little fuzzy, if she’d just allow God to do something unexpected with her life.  So Jesus tried to teach her something new about God but it was a hard sell.  For the Samaritan woman as for us, the very things we think we know may get in the way of what we need to learn.


Because embracing the unexpected means moving outside our comfort zone.  Like the Israelites at Massah and Meribah, we find it awfully hard when things don’t go as we think they should, when it gets uncomfortable, when who we are is threatened by who God calls us to become.  So we complain like the people complained to Moses --- “It feels like we’re dying here and all you do is tell us to keep moving!”  Or like the Samaritan woman who only wants some of that eternal water so she doesn’t have to keep coming to the well.  We’d like to simplify things, just tell us where the boundaries are so we’ll know when we’re on track and when everyone else is off the beaten path by a wilderness mile.  And God comes along and says “The boundaries are all in your head.  It’s your heart I’m interested in.  So I’ll save your life but it will cost you.  It will cost you the way it cost me.”


But if God would at least do that in a way that we could recognize, well, that might make it somewhat easier.  We’d do what God said if God would just make it clear that it’s God who’s saying it.  But God keeps showing up in disheveled, disgruntled prophets and radical rabbis.  God keeps showing up in ordinary people who want a drink of water when we’re already busy or tired or just plain discouraged.  God is so hard to recognize sometimes and sometimes God doesn’t act anything like God should.


One of my own muddled times came some years ago, a time when I was certain God was asking for something more from me, but that was the only thing I was certain of.  (If you were here for the Wednesday Lenten lunch, you’ve heard this story so you can tune out for the next few minutes!)  Anyway, stumbling around in the wilderness that is sometimes this life, I stumbled into a local nursing home to visit a parishioner.  And it was OK; I didn’t mind doing this so I thought maybe this was where God was calling me.  Not that visiting in a nursing home gave me any warm fuzzies or anything but at least I was doing something good for God and maybe that was enough of my life to give away.  In my own version of 40 years wandering, I decided to give God a full day at the nursing home, see if that was the wilderness I was supposed to inhabit, the well I was supposed to drink from.  But by the end of the first full day, I was convinced it was all a mistake.  Maybe I had misunderstood God because I really hated being there, couldn’t wait to leave; I was tired and thirsty myself and fed up with needy sick people and God nowhere in sight.  So I headed for the door, down a long hall, glancing in as I passed at all the sick and demented people lying in their beds, not my call.  But I passed one room where an old woman, white hair fanned out on the pillow, was reaching for a glass of water, just beyond her on the bedside table.  And I thought, “Well, at least I can do that,” and turned, went in her room, held the water for her so she could drink.  When she was finished she lay back on the pillow and said, “I was so thirsty.”  Now like the woman at the well, it took me a while to get it.  I was all the way out to my car, started the engine, before I realized Jesus had just asked me for a drink of water. 


Sometimes the wilderness is an actual desert; sometimes it’s the city center at high noon; sometimes it’s a gloomy room in a nursing home.  And very often, the wilderness feels like a place where God is nowhere to be found, where God has abandoned us to our own devices and we are desperately thirsty.  But the very things we think we know may get in the way of what we need to learn.  There is a phrase I’ve adopted for my husband when he becomes so certain of how the problems of the world should be solved.  It’s then that I remind him that “He is often wrong, but never in doubt!”  And he’ll be the first to tell you it’s the “never in doubt” part that is the problem.  Because our vision can become so narrow, our ideas of what is seemly so ingrained, our sense of what is safe so defined, that we cannot see that God has crossed all those boundaries we’ve erected -- to save us.  For God, there are no boundaries between the chosen and the unacceptable.  In a bounded world, ours is a boundless God, calling us to “go and do likewise,” to give ourselves away, to embrace the unlovely and the different, to hold out our hands and offer the living water, because it has been done for us.

So Jesus asks us for a drink of water but it’s He who slakes our thirst.  But dipping into that well will cost us.  We’ll have to step outside our comfort zone, enlarge the boundaries of our hearts to embrace all sorts of untouchables, give ourselves away as he gave himself away.  It’s the water of life but we’ll have to meet a lot of strangers and risk being wrong about all sorts of things in order to drink it.  Because it’s only then that our rock-hard hearts will soften enough so that, when God strikes, we too can be found gushing with the water of real life.
