
Sermon for Sunday, March 19, 2017
Third Sunday in Lent
Sermon Texts:
Exodus 17: 3-7

John 4: 5-42

Romans 4: 1-5, 13-17

Sermon Title:
"Rivers of Eden"

Sermon Topic:  
Reserves of Strength

Sermon Purpose: To teach that God grants us the reserves of strength and endurance, when the true need is present.

......................................

Sermon Prayer:  Holy God, empower us by Your will and lead us by Your Spirit that the Words of my lips heart and the meditation of my heart be pleasing in Your sight, and the ministry inspired by the study of Your written and living Word be strengthened by Your ever-present grace. In Jesus' name, we ask it.  Amen.


When Jesus approached Jacob's well, He was tired, thirsty, and hungry.  He sat down to wait, while the disciples went into the city to buy food.  Upon their return, they found Him refreshed and satisfied; although He had neither food nor drink, nor did He have any rest.


We've all had the same experience of seeing physical and emotional needs disappear (or, at least, be satisfied) by an absorbing encounter or an engaging task.  The world, in the person of this woman, effected Jesus, just as He had an effect on it.


The woman came to the well as one person.  She knew the kind of behavior she could expect from a Jew; he would have nothing to do with her.  Why?  Because, first of all, she was a woman and, secondly, she was a Samaritan.  According to her faith tradition, she could look for a meeting with God only on her mountain, following the rites and prescriptions of her forefathers.  It would have been much like a racial-ethnic encounter being experienced even today (in many places) – particularly since the most recent political campaigns.  The happenstance meeting of an Anglo and a Syrian, a Southeast Asian and a Nigerian, or any other combination - these days - with all their stereotypical, pre-conceived notions of what they could expect from each other, and finding that once you know the person on a one-to-one basis, the stereotypes fall away and the humanity and the compassion for each other rise to the surface.  In this encounter with Jesus, all of her prejudices, her stereotypes and her protective cynicism fell away.  She met the Father (and his Christ) in spirit and in truth; not on a mountain, but rather at a well.


This meeting - and its blessed outcome - gives us an insight into God's creative and saving process.  It is this: The world and creation are systems of nurturing relationships in which we do for one another what we cannot do for ourselves; release the living waters of Life, with all of its energy, strength, ideas, plans, hopes, love, and joy.


There are examples all around!  The living waters of parenthood are awakened and released by helpless infants or by the growing child.  The child taps an unselfishness - never before felt to the same extent - and a protective strength that makes light of long years of hard work and sacrifice.


The child is created by the parents - not just physically, but psychologically, as well.  He/She adopts the same emotional patterns, absorbs similar attitudes and values, the same intonations and mannerisms, the same phrases, and even similar facial expressions.


Likewise, our world creates us.  Our language and culture allow us to understand certain ideas and systems of thought, and make us completely impenetrable to other truths and insights - perhaps equally valid and profound.  For example, how many of us grew up with cultural and ethnic prejudices because of what was going on in the world around us?  (Raise your hands.)  We may not like to admit it, but our views about certain types of people - certain categories of skin color, certain geographic areas, certain ethnic backgrounds and heritages have been the origin of very definite reactions from us.  They may not be the same, today, as they were when we were much younger, but we can't deny they exist.


Look at our language, today.  How many of us grew up with such terms as “networking,” “fax,” “e-mail,” “flash drive,” “CGI,” or “CD Rom?”  (Raise your hands.)  How many of us knew what “live streaming,” “Fios,” “Intel processors,” or “virtual reality” were as we entered elementary school?  Can we remember hearing those words as our parents read us a bedtime story?  Yet, how commonplace they are in our language, today.  Our young people often have a better grasp of what's going on in our world because they have a better understanding of these terms.  They've grown up with them.  We remember the “boat people” of the mid-70's, but that's an event from our lifetimes that's only recorded in the social studies and history books, today.  My children sometimes look at me and wonder just how old Dad really is, when I say I can remember watching Lawrence Welk, Red Skelton, Tom Terrific and Mighty Manfred, Ding Dong School, or Kookla, Fran, and Ollie as first-run television shows: not re-runs.  These are programs that - although they aired for decades - have been off the air longer than my children have been alive!  I can remember when Gunsmoke was a weekly series on the television, rather than an everyday occurrence in some neighborhoods of our nation.  But, our lives have changed in that time, too.


It's commonplace that new positions and new responsibilities can make new people of us.  We need opportunities to stimulate the living waters of growth and maturity within us.


When we say that "Necessity is the 'Mother of Invention'"; we mean that when the human spirit is faced with a problem, it usually finds a solution.


We all know the creative power of a deadline.  Some people muddle along, doing what's necessary - perhaps as little as is absolutely necessary - operating as inefficiently as they can, until the day or hour the work is due: until the moment of truth (or the day of reckoning) arrives.  Then, they operate without food or sleep until the task is done.


Home and school, church and community are things which have made us the kinds of people we are, and we thank and bless God for them because of what they have brought forth from us.


Life and creation are a system, a process of nurturing relationships in which we have the opportunity to allow others do for us what we cannot do for ourselves: to release from deep within us - from that depth where we stop and God starts - living waters of energy, strength, ideas, plans, hope, love, and joy.


Notice how the statement has changed, this time: "when we allow them."  Something has been added.


Only when the Samaritan woman opened herself in trust; sharing her beliefs, and the secrets of her life, were the living waters of grace, truth, and conversion permitted to flow.


Our spouses, our children, and our friends bring out the best in us, because they are the ones we let in.  These are the people with whom we can "be real;" the ones we can "open up to" without fear of how their feelings for us will be changed.  Because of that, we can give words to our dreams and our fears.  We can let our wildest ideas be expressed.  We can offer our true selves to one another in ways the rest of our community may not be able to understand.  Other people have the same power to bring out our grand qualities, but we use our psychological defenses to shut them out, and to prevent them from being the blessing to us that God may have intended them to be.


The works we undertake, the challenges and opportunities we embrace, even the failures and frustrations we experience; all nurture our growth and development.  Every work increases and improves the quality of the producer, as well as the product.  The problem is the tasks left untouched, unbegun, and undone.  They have no power to release the waters of life and growth within us.


The great-souled people around us are those who seek out new people, new challenges, new adventures and opportunities.  The petty and mean-spirited are those who live in fear, and dread, and anger - constantly shutting out and protecting themselves from new friends, new ideas, new places, new tasks; all the very things God has included in His system of Creation, to awaken us to new levels of life, grace, and being.  It's these mean-spirited people who are the first to say the seven last words of the Church: "It's never been done that way before."  It's the great-souled people who say the blessed Trinity of words: "Let's try it!"


Both Testaments of the Bible assure us that the world and everything around us exist to bless us and to grace us.  The opening passages of Genesis that we can recite from memory, the Psalms that are dearest to us, the gospel in miniature that we learned to recite in the earliest of our days in Sunday School (John 3: 16 - "For God so loved the world that He gave His only-begotten Son, that whosoever believeth in Him should not perish but have everlasting life."); everything sings of the goodness, and the splendor, and the divine being of Creation.  Jesus and Paul, both, preach to us of the destructive power of fear and division, and the creative power of even hardship, suffering, and death (when they're accepted with openness, trust, and love).


"Fear not!"  Did Jesus say anything more often?  Paul said, "All things work to the good of those who love God."


We don't grow and become holy by Herculean efforts and good works of our own.  We grow by faith, and by trust, by relaxing and letting God enter into our minds and hearts and lives; and by letting them stimulate our growth.  It's people, and events, and circumstances that are the sunshine, water, and good rich soil in which we are planted.


How else could someone be able to be cheerful on a rainy day?  Or smile while lying in a hospital bed? Or sing praises to God while dying?


So many of our problems are our own doing, because we divide ourselves up and shut ourselves off.  The same party is a joy to someone who meets and mixes, and it's a source of distress to the man/woman who spends that time in isolation.  


At Jacob's well, two people (two world views) met.  One saw the other (the stranger) as one filled with divine life and potential; just waiting to be set flowing by His words, His love, and His touch.  The other approached an enemy; one who had to be guarded against by prejudice, haughtiness, and cynicism.  Fortunately, they truly met.  And, from their encounter, both went away touched, enriched, and refreshed.


The world is full of grace, replete with living waters more than sufficient to satisfy every hunger and thirst.  When the waters begin to flow into one another, then Eden, Paradise, God's Kingdom will be created anew.

Let us pray:


O God, Who revealed glory in Jesus Christ to His disciples and to all who met Him: help us to listen to Your Word, so that, seeing the wonders of Christ's love, we may minister as He ministered with compassion for all.  For the sake of Jesus, Your Son, our Lord; and for the ministry to which we have been called by the Holy Spirit, we pray.  Amen.
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