 Exodus 17:1-7 and John 4:5-42 CCSV 2020            
IS THE LORD AMONG US, OR NOT?” That was the cry of the people of Israel to Moses. They’d managed to make it through the wilderness- but when they got to Rephidim- there was no water. They angrily denounced Moses for leading them out of slavery- only to die of thirst. Answering Moses plea for help- God provides water from the rocks of Mt. Horeb. When we hear this story- we can sympathize somewhat with the protests of the people- afraid for their lives. They forgot what the Lord had already done for them – they wanted more.  Once again-they put God to the test………… 

   “ Is the Lord among us, or not?” they ask. 
From where we sit today- we can’t help but wonder at God’s patience with their lack of faith- trust in his providence.

+++A millennium later- Jesus has decided to move his ministry from Judea into Galilee. To get there- Our Lord went through Samaria with his disciples. Very few Jews would have chosen that route- because there was a 400 year old feud- between the Jews and the Samaritans – a feud full of resentment- bitterness- and even hatred on both sides-especially for the Jews. An orthodox Jew would never set foot on Samaritan soil. To be fair-commerce and trade took place between them
+++ But Jesus took that route.. So we find him- tired and weary from the trip- sitting beside Jacob’s Well- while his disciples go into town about 1Km away to get some food. The well is centuries old. It’s still in use – I’ve been there. Over 100 feet deep. Not spring water- but a cistern well- dependent on aquafer seepage. To get water-you need a rope and a bucket. Along comes a Samaritan woman -with a container to draw water. The time was noon- when the sun was at its peak of scorching heat. No one comes for water at noon – not even the rats were out. They came in the early morning- or at twilight- when it was cooler. So why was she there at that time?

+++ The ensuing conversation with Jesus points to the answer. She had already been married 5 times- when the technical legal limit was 3. Furthermore- she’s presently living with a man- and is not married. We don’t know the details of her 5 marriages- but the culture of the day gives us some good guesses; some of her husbands may have died; she may have been deserted when her dowry was spent- or was a poor cook- or because she was hard to live with. No matter. In the community- she would be seen as an undesirable- a woman of weak moral character- shunned by her family and ostracized by her friends. So she comes to the Well outside town alone- when she knows no else one will be there-carrying the disgrace- and the hurts- of being an outcast. For a short time she can try to escape the anguish- and inner despair of the barriers between her and her people. Like the Israelites, I can hear her saying in her mind, “ Is the Lord among us, or not?”

++++She meets Jesus. And he does the unexpected. He doesn’t ignore her- he talks with her. He opens himself to a relationship with her- even if it seems to be short-lived. And we need to understand the enormity of what he does! He breaks all the conventional barriers- that would normally make a conversation with her impossible.
* In proper Jewish society- a rabbi was forbidden to speak with a woman who was a stranger. Jesus broke that barrier. 

* She was an outcast- a moral degenerate- and should be avoided at all costs. Jesus broke that barrier.  
* She was a Samaritan- an enemy. When an orthodox Jew approached a Samaritan on the street- he would cross over to the other side- and close his eyes until he had passed. Jesus broke that barrier. 
* Because of centuries old contamination through inter-marriage- Samaritans were viewed as aliens-pagans in their religious beliefs. You would not eat from the same plate- or drink from the same cup. Jesus broke that barrier.
All the major taboos of the day – sexual, moral, racial, religious – Jesus broke them all- by initiating a conversation with the Samaritan woman. He sensed her need for the warmth of a human smile- and the non-condemning sound of an accepting human voice.

++++As we listen to their conversation- we hear Jesus offering her something more- more than asking for a drink of water to quench one’s thirst.-The gift he offers is a LIVING WATER- a living water for her spirit- mind- heart and soul.A gift of himself- as the Messiah from God. A gift which does not have to be replenished when she’s thirsty again – a gift which will always be with her – a gift which breaks down the barriers- between herself and God-and between herself and her neighbours- and opens the door to a full- free- and meaningful life- as God created her to be. All she has to do is accept it- and her life will be turned around. ++She doesn’t believe him -and discusses with him-continually changing the subject- back and forth. Finally- she accepts this wonderful- incredible gift.

++++Later- in Paul’s letter to the Romans- he reinforces this gift- as he tells me that God has poured his love into my heart through the Holy Spirit- that through the sacrifice of Jesus on the cross- all the barriers have been torn down between God and me. Regardless of our human condition -the testing Israelites demanding water- the outcast woman at the well- my own particular sins or hang-ups – God always offers me an open- free- no strings attached invitation- to a loving relationship with him. No barriers of any kind. Even though, everyday- intentionally or unintentionally-I may go against God’s will for me-create my own barriers-I am still loved- still welcomed with open arms. He bears the hurt- and the pain of my being sinful- but that does not prevent him from forgiving me and continuing to love me. Like the woman at the well- I may debate with God- or make excuses- or defensively protect my own ego- but nothing turns God away. He’s always open to me- always asking me - to accept his love and love him back. That’s the gift of his LIVING WATERS, the gift each one of us received at our baptism. And make no mistake – it’s a gift. We can’t earn it- work for it- pay for it- or even deserve it. We simply accept it .

++++ Like any wonderful gift- freely given- we have to include it in the way we live our lives. Since Jesus is no longer with us in the flesh- God asks us to stand in his place – to be Jesus with the woman at the Well. Like Jesus- we are asked to ignore the taboos- tear down the barriers. Like Jesus- to refuse to be manipulated into turning our backs on anyone who is different-either by our own selfishness- or by the presence of other people. Like Jesus- we are not only called to be open to a relationship with ANYONE ELSE… ANYONE ELSE….. but as he did- to actively and intentionally invite others into our lives- in a loving and self-giving way. No matter what barriers stand in the way – real or imaginary, self-erected- or culturally proscribed. If barriers don’t exist- we should not erect them. And if they already exist- we should work to tear them down. BARRIERS OF PREJUDICE-race- religion- language- education- social status sexual orientation – break them down.

BARRIERS OF OPPRESSION – power- greed- fear- injustice-  political structures- economic systems – break them down

BARRIERS OF SIN – ignorance- selfishness- arrogance- guilt- shame- lust- immorality – break them down. 

++++We can’t do this ourselves. We do it by using God’s gift of his LIVING WATERS- by letting the Holy Spirit really work in our lives. And doing it together- so that God’s power will really make a difference in the world. That’s the way barriers are destroyed. That’s what brings life in all its fullness. That’s what being truly human is all about. Jesus said “ If anyone thirst- let them come to me and drink….and OUT OF THEIR HEARTS SHALL FLOW RIVERS OF LIVING WATERS.” Jesus invited the woman of Samaria to share his life in the Spirit- and when she accepted it- she couldn’t help but pass it on to others in the city. Jesus invites me to share his life in the Spirit- and by accepting it- I am compelled to share both Him and myself- with you. Jesus invites you to share his life in the Spirit- and by accepting it- you are compelled to share both Him and yourself- with me. When I drink from his gift of LIVING WATER- it flows from him to me -and from me to you.

++++Jacob’s well is deep enough that it never dries up. Jesus’ love is so deep it will never dry up. In the desert they asked “ Is the Lord among us- or not?” The answer was YES. At the Well- she asked “ Is the Lord among us- or not?” The answer was YES. When we ask the same question-” Is the Lord among us- or not?” the answer is YES. 

