Third Sunday in Lent, March 18, 2017PRIVATE 

Grace Lutheran, Lancaster, Pa.

John 4:5-42
Did you hear the one about the three holes in the ground?

Well, well, well…

How about this one: 



There was this guy whose family heard that he was both sick and dehydrated.  They sent him a card that said: “Get well soon.”

Last week, we heard the story of Nicodemus, from John chapter 3.

He does not understand what it means when Jesus tells him,


“you must be born again,” 

(can one enter a second time into the  mother’s womb and be born?)

This Samaritan woman we read about today, from chapter 4,

doesn’t get the deeper meaning of Jesus’ lofty language, either.
“Everyone who drinks out of this well will be thirsty again,” Jesus tells her,

“but those who drink of the water that I will give them 



will never be thirsty.  The water that I will give them will 



become in them a spring of water gushing up to eternal life.”

“Sir, give me this water,” she replies, “so that I will never be thirsty, 



or have to keep coming here to draw water.”

There’s always that danger, isn’t there, 

when we talk about God with lofty language?
Sometimes, instead of getting the point of what Jesus is saying,


we make the mistake of thinking that he wants us to imitate his use



of language, rather than imitating him!

Christians, maybe especially pastors, but not only pastors


can get stuck in our own special phrase-ology,



when we talk about God or church or spiritual things.

Some Evangelicals like to dwell on the phrase, “Born again”


making sure everybody knows what it means,

urging everyone to experience it somehow 
so that it’s always there in the past to refer to…

Catholics often dwell on the communion of saints, especially Mary


and rumors of miracles of healing attached to her presence,


grottos here and shrines there, marking so many visions and healings


that it is all to easy to miss the deeper point, 




just like “born again” and “living water”



Jesus’ healing ministry is offered as a sign
of a deeper spiritual reality.

Lutherans have our own blind spots, our own lofty language

that can confuse others if they don’t know the context.


We have this tricky notion of being “justified by faith”


rather than “by works of the law.” – primarily St. Paul uses this



legal language to illustrate the idea of grace, of God’s gift to us,
that can only be trusted, 

but so often we are simply content



to turn “faith” into its own kind of work:



“it’s not what you do, you just have to ‘believe’



which sounds nice at first, but in fact puts a great burden




on those who suffer from doubts and questions





all the time.



Sometimes, it seems like it might be much easier

if God just gave us something to do!


We can get stuck on the language and miss the deeper point.



Which brings us back to well…it’s a deep subject!

Last week, Jesus talked to Nicodemus about eternal life, remember?

   “For God so loved the world that he gave his only Son, so that all those


who believe in him might have eternal life.”

In our reading this week, Jesus speaks to the woman at the well:


“The water that I will give will become in them a spring of water



gushing up to eternal life.”

It sounds good at first, but the phrase “eternal life” can be tricky too.

So many people think of eternal life as simply “more time.”

Until his car was totaled in an accident last year, 

one of our neighbors on this block had a bumper sticker,

it took up his whole bumper with the words “eternity is a long time.”

Eternity may be “a long time”.  
But the more I think about eternity THAT way, the less appealing it is.

What do you want to do in heaven today dear?  Play some golf?


“No I’ve already played five million rounds of golf”

Go scuba diving again?  




“No, I’ve already seen every species of fish 




and identified every variety of coral…”
Well then, let’s just go get something to eat…


“Eating bores me; we’ve already been to every restaurant 


and ordered every dish off of every menu a thousand times each.”
Ok, then, let’s go over to the neighbors and visit Bill and Sally

“What are we going to talk about?  We’ve already covered



history, politics, religion, science, music, art, poetry, literature,



angels, demons, movies, woodworking, quilting, 
higher math, nuclear engineering, quantum physics, 

…even beer…there’s nothing left!

Do you hear the phrase “eternal life” any differently yet?

We can hear the promises of Jesus, the words of scripture,

and let them remain something comfortable, 



ignoring both the challenge and the blessing 
that can only come after we are willing to hear more deeply.

In my file I found a clipping from our local paper yesterday

it was about a funeral director, one example in a series on 



“how modern Americans approach the topic of death.”

It was interesting to read that as a younger man he was 


following a call into the ministry, going abroad as a missionary with



YWAM – youth with a mission, getting his bachelors degree




from Lancaster Bible College and a masters in theology.

But more than 10 years of work with his father and grandfather in the family


funeral business has changed his perspective.

“When you see tragedy firsthand, it affects your view of God.


You either change your view of God or you lose your faith.



I think I’ve done a little of both.” he says.

“I’ve become slowly apathetic towards God” he continues.

“I know this sounds awful, but I don’t think he’s involved enough



in the world…I don’t see the intervening power of God




in the death of a child, or a drug overdose.”

Whatever else is going on with this person,


he has the virtue of being honest, at least with himself.


He is not flinching from the difficult task of trusting Jesus



in the real world, he is not escaping into lofty language.
In addition to his interesting metaphors, intended to help us

see our lives in new ways, 

Jesus gives us God, God in the flesh, God in the water,

God in our struggle for new birth, God with us now.


Like water quenches our physical thirst, he promises that God



will quench our thirst for him.

So what are we thirsting for in our world today?

So many things, of course: health, meaning, love, friendship, community.


What has arisen in a new form lately, that impinges upon our thirst



for all these central things?   I would say…politics!  (
It’s become easy to say that we are more polarized than ever before, 


but I rarely read a satisfying explanation about this reality.


One article that may interest you also was published in The Atlantic. 

Titled “Breaking Faith”
  it looks at the ways that Americans

who have become less religious and more secular 

over the past 3 decades, on both the left and the right, 

have also become more partisan.
I won’t bore you with lots of statistics, but the one that sets the stage is the 


fact that, although the great majority of Americans still say they


believe in God, the percentage who have no  religious affiliation



has gone up from 6% in 1990 to 22% in 2014.

Among the young, the Millenials, the future, it was 35%.

“As Americans have left organized religion,” writes the author, they haven’t 
stopped viewing politics as a struggle between “us” and “them.” Many have come to define us and them 
in even more primal and irreconcilable ways.”

And nother recent article looks at the situation through the lens of truth

looking at how we understand facts and let them influence our beliefs.
The title is a good one “This article won’t change your mind”
 


(maybe this sermon won’t either!)

The author, Julie Beck, begins by describing the situation:

“There are facts, and there are beliefs, and there are things 
you want so badly to believe that they become as facts to you.”

She goes on to review research that tries to uncover some of the reasons

that we humans have developed both trust and skepticism.


Here’s an interesting analysis of a certain kind of lying 



that we have come to call “fake news:”

Spreading a tall tale also gives people something even more important…it lets them know who’s on their side. If you accuse someone of being a witch, or explain why you think the contrails left by airplanes are actually spraying harmful chemicals, the people who take you at your word are clearly people you can trust, and who trust you. The people who dismiss your claims, or even those who just ask how you know, are not people you can count on to automatically side with you no matter what.”
She describes the motivated reasoning that happens in these groups: “You’re in a position of defending your choices no matter what information is presented,” he says, “because if you don’t, it means that you lose your membership in this group that’s become so important to you.” 
Though cults are an intense example, Shaw says people act the same way with regard to their families or other groups that are important to them.

And in modern America, one of the groups that people have most intensely hitched their identities to is their political party.”
“In these charged situations, people often don’t engage with information as information but as a marker of identity. Information becomes tribal.”

Why have I spent this time reading to you?

Well…
It’s because I feel called myself, in this age of political polarization,


to question, very deeply, what my own political alliances may be, 

and no matter what yours are, at least, 
to question this new reality that political parties 
should be the primary way

we have of understanding ourselves, 

of telling the stories that give us meaning, 

of helping us learn what is right and wrong

and of defining the group without whom we cannot understand what is true.

Of all the things we are thirsting for today, today’s growing and deepening

polarization around politics and parties



seems to be eroding what Jesus comes to offer


love, mercy, friendship, health, meaning, and community.

Like a well in a desert, he promises that as we remember his promises, 
we will be able to help each other.

He promises that his presence can and will be known as a resource 
that will never dry up.
He promises to be available to us no matter how thirsty we get.

He promises a new birth not only one time, but as many times as needed.
He promises an eternal life that is not just more days added 


to the life we already know, but a place in God’s life -- 

 whose thirst quenching power will be sufficient 


to overcome the boredom of “a very long time” 
with a presence and a glory that our words cannot yet describe or contain.

“Living water” is an image of the church,


people who don’t so much talk about Jesus 


as allow Jesus to be present through them…

moving across the barriers that keep us apart, 

facing and naming the experiences of life that dry us out and exhaust us


staying with each other through them to offer the drink of faith
that comes from sharing such things and hearing such promises

as Jesus makes.  
We experience God most fully when we


meet a brother or sister who has knows both the thirst



and the water that quenches it, 




and does not turn away from us in our need. 


When it is our turn to share it, may Jesus be with us also,


helping us to be the church,

a community that in some very important ways

lives beyond politics, to share that living water that gives 

what Jesus keeps talking about: 





the eternal life and love of God, for all.
Amen
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