Sermon preached  on Sunday 27 March 2011 @ Bethesda UMC/Baltimore

Third Sunday in Lent

"Is this real?"


My son was furious at the governor of Tokyo for saying the earthquake was "divine punishment" because the Japanese people were "greedy."


We cast about for reasons when terrible things happen.


"But the people thirsted there for water;  and the people complained against Moses and said, 'Why did you bring us out of Egypt, to kill us and our children and livestock with thirst?'"


In the believer's journey, there come times when honest doubt mixes with unreasonable anger, and the whole operation threatens to break down.


In the story, the people had Moses to complain to.   Being the genuine article that he was, he referred the matter.


Both he and the people were out in the desert without water, not by their own design, but by God's force, and presence, and call.


So, if things were to get better, it would be by God;   which, as we know, it turned out to be.   "Strike the rock, and water will  come out of it, so that the people may drink."


Imbedded within the situation was a solution beyond anything either Moses or the people could manufacture.   In their eyes, it was miraculous;   and that's about where we land with Jesus, every time.


The woman at the well "left her water jar and went back to the city.   She said to the people, 'Come and see a man who told me everything I have ever done!   He cannot be the Messiah, can he?'"


Is this real?


Surely the story of Moses and the people and the rock and the water is given us to stimulate reflection on that question.


Each of us has come come so far by faith.


In the case of the Samaritan woman, it was only so far as a couple of honest questions and a chance encounter.   "He cannot be the Messiah, can he?"


In the people's case, all the risks they had already taken, the signs and wonders they had witnessed, the escape, the long walking and camping out and circling 'round and 'round --- none of these met the bill of the moment. 

         Hot, desert thirst...


We're reminded of the days without water our Japanese sisters and brothers went through, the scare of radiation in Tokyo's water, and on and on the saga goes and grows....


Yet, again and again, we read of encouragement, and bravery, and kindness among the people---whom we demonized in my childhood --- who themselves lived under a system that inflicted punishment on other Asians,   and who came out from under the first nuclear horror, which we gave them...


What a mixed up world...and here we are still trying to solve problems by force, and failing at it, globally....


"The woman said to him, 'I know that Messiah is coming' (who is called Christ).   'When he comes, he will proclaim all things to us.'   Jesus said to her, 'I am he, the one who is speaking to you.'"


The commentator tells us it's a toss-up whether to translate this, "I am," or "I am he."   "I am" would echo Jahweh's reply to Moses when Moses asked for identification, back there at the burning bush, centuries before.


John's Gospel is full of such double meanings;  and again, this story of Jesus and the Samaritan woman is surely offered to us today as a Lenten encouragement to reflect on the power of Jesus.


Whether we have come a long way in faith, or are just starting out, we are in the same room, the same space.   Young or old, scared or serene, all our strength comes TO us.   "I am."


This is the journey we are on now.  We head towards Jerusalem in His steps.  Doubts, complaints, brave acts, encouraging words....   everything works in his favor during these days.


The woman wasn't sure, yet she spoke of what she had seen, and heard; and because of her, more people came, and listened, and learned.


That may be our mantra.    "Is this real?" may be enough testimony.    God may do more with that.


This is the hidden period.   We are honestly reflecting.   "Are we where we should be?   Is there water here?   Can this be the Messiah?"


Is this real?


In Jesus' name we ask it.


Through Jesus, we will learn more.


Amen.

Arthur Dan Gleckler

