THIRSTY FOR WORSHIP
John 4:16-26
WHERE DO YOU GET THAT LIVING WATER?


It was hot that day. Really hot! Hot as . . . well, it was hot when she walked from her village to the well at high noon. The women usually come early in the morning and late in the afternoon. It’s their social time. Cell phones had not been invented yet. They usually bring their children with them. She comes alone to Jacob's well.

This man has the nerve to ask, "Give me a drink."  She pulls up her water bucket, pours him a cup of water, hands it to him, and watches ever so carefully as he begins to drink. 

He says, “I know of living water you can drink and never be thirsty again."

“Great!” she says to herself.  “Just great! I come out in the middle of the day and offer my labor and bucket to this Jewish man for a drink of water (at great risk to my own reputation, mind you), and then he says that he doesn't need our water.”

“Where do you get that living water?” she asks. “Doesn't he know that the spring feeding Jacob's well is at least 100 feet below the surface of the ground? He doesn't even have a rope or a bucket! Does this guy think he is greater than our ancestor Jacob, who gave us this well, and drank of it himself, along with his ancestors? Why, Joseph, Jacob’s son, is buried just a stone’s throw from where we’re standing.”
She didn't know what he was selling, but she knew she wanted something for her life. Even though she was the one with the bucket and rope, she was the thirsty one. She thirsted for hope and joy and love that seemed to flow out of him. She asks him what he initially asked of her, “Sir, give me this water, so that I may never be thirsty or have to keep coming here to draw water.”
WHERE DO WE WORSHIP?


Jesus then shares the Four Spiritual Laws with her and she accepts Jesus as her Savior and prays the sinner’s prayer! No? Instead of giving her living water, Jesus says something very prickly. He abruptly commands, "Go, call your husband and come back."

"I have no husband.” 

Then this man, whom she has never met before in her life, says, "You're right. You have no husband; for you have had five husbands, and the one you have now is not your husband."

For centuries this woman has been kicked around for loose morals and for being a sinful woman ostracized from the community. John does not tell us that.  We do know that she appears to be serially monogamous. We do not know why she has been married five times. Perhaps she was in a Levirate situation where she was required to be married to the brothers in a family and each died. Perhaps she was widowed five times. No one in the text calls her a sinner. If Jesus doesn’t, then I don’t either. 
Although the text here says they are near the town of Sychar, students of the Bible say that Jacob’s well (which is still there today) is near the ancient city of Shechem. What is important to this story is that if you stand at Jacob’s well today, you can still see the ruins of the Samaritan altar and temple on the peak of Mount Gerizim. Please note the pictures on the screen here in the room. 
According to the historian Josephus the Samaritan temple was built on Mount Gerizim with the permission of Darius III and Alexander the Great and it was like the Jerusalem temple. Leaders in Jerusalem, however, decreed that Yahweh could be worshipped only in Jerusalem and no other altars were allowed. 

The Jewish military leader John Hyrcanus, thus, destroyed the temple and altar on Mount Gerizim in 128 B.C.E--about 150 before this conversation. Hyrcanus and his army came back twenty-one years later and completely devastated Shechem such that it was obliterated and lost until the twentieth century. 

Jesus and this woman both know that tensions between their people had worsened steadily for the last 300 years. As often happens, the names indicated the hatred. Without all the conflict, she would be a “Samarian,” but now she is called a “Samaritan.” You can also spit out the name—Samaritan!
How do people hold on to such animosity and enmity for a century and a half? Well, when I was in North Carolina, a friend asked me, “What do you call that conflict that occurred in the 1860s?” I said, “I call it ‘The Civil War.’” She said, “We call it, ‘The War of Northern Aggression.” We hold on to our conflicts, don’t we? 

Now it’s her turn to be prickly. She brings up religion and the hundreds of years of hate and war between Jews and Samaritans. “Look up on Mount Gerizim. Do you see the ruins of our altar and temple?”
Jesus does not say, “We apologize.” Jesus does not seem to care that their worship place is destroyed. As a matter of fact, in a couple of years Jesus will predict that his own temple will be destroyed as well. And it was destroyed about 40 years later in 70 C.E. 
In response to her prickly confrontation, Jesus is not warm and pastoral. He, too, is prickly. I struggle with what Jesus says in verse 22: “You [plural] worship what you do not know; we worship what we know, for salvation is from the Jews.” That sounds harsh and prickly. When the family split between Jews and Samaritans, the Samaritans accepted only the first five books of the Hebrew Bible and rejected all the prophetic writings. The Pharisees, however, had a larger Bible. Perhaps that’s what Jesus means: you have limited what you can know of God because you have limited your Bible. 
“For salvation is from the Jews,” Jesus says. Does Jesus mean salvation is only from the Jews? Or is he saying, “When you reject the Jews, you risk limiting how you see God working in the world.”? I think it is in keeping with Jesus’ message for him to say to Jewish persons, “When you reject the Samaritans, you risk limiting how you see God working in the world.” I remember Jesus told some parables like that. Jesus continues to be the bridge who brings people together.
If we can stop stumbling over that one sentence, we hear the main message of Jesus: “Woman, believe me, the hour is coming when you will worship the Father neither on this mountain nor in Jerusalem. . . . But the hour is coming, and is now here, when the true worshipers will worship the Father in spirit and truth, for the Father seeks such as these to worship him. God is spirit, and those who worship him must worship in spirit and truth” (4:23-24).


“Where do you get that living water?” she had asked. She was asking about water that quenches the thirst in the throat, and now she realizes this prophet is talking about living water that quenches the thirst in the soul. It’s not about Samaritans and Jews. It’s not about where we worship—Gerizim or Jerusalem. It’s not about our sexual differences, our ethnic differences, our religious differences, our political differences. It’s about worshiping the Lord in spirit and truth!
WHY DO WE WORSHIP?

She wants to talk about where we worship, but Jesus wants to talk about why we worship! Here at Vienna Baptist Church we are involved in Forty Days of Transformation. I said last week that reading this devotional book, watching the DVD, sharing in groups, and attending worship services will not transform us. This is no magical four-step program for a transformed life. As a matter of fact, we have been careful to say that these actions will not transform your life. What we are practicing during these forty days of Lent and transformation is to open our sails and be ready as the wind blows and fills our sails and moves us forward on the transformed journey. 


The woman questions Jesus about where to worship. When we ask someone, “Are you a disciple of Jesus? Are you a Christian?” The usual response is, “I attend _______ Church.” It’s like someone asking, “Do you worship in spirit and truth?” and we respond, “Well, I worship on Mount Gerizim.” 

That’s not what we asked. I remember the first time I used the evangelist Billy Sunday’s line in a sermon. I was preaching out in the country in rural Tennessee thirty-six years ago. They deacon on the front row almost fell out of the pew. Billy Sunday once said, “Going to church doesn’t make you a Christian any more than going to a garage makes you an automobile.”


Last week we focused on the spiritual discipline of regular prayer as talking to God and listening for God. This week we are invited to participate in the spiritual practice of regular presence in worship. No, we are not going to start distributing pins for perfect attendance in worship! No, we do not expect each person to be here every time the church doors are open! Even the pastor will not be here fifty-two Sundays a year.

You and I miss something when we are not here when the community gathers and, just as importantly, the community misses us when we are not here for worship.  As John Ed Mathison said this week in our devotional book, each of us is a unique piece of the puzzle of this community and each has a place when we gather to worship. Jesus seems to say, “It’s not so much where we worship as why we worship--that we find deep, living water for our spiritual thirst.”

In June, 1988, Becky and I made our first pilgrimage to the Princeton Seminary Pastors’ School. The theme that year was, in fact, “Pilgrimage,” and the featured speaker was one of my heroes--John Claypool. They scheduled Claypool to speak in the mornings on his own pilgrimage and to preach in the evenings on the pilgrimage of the biblical character Joseph. I had just completed three years of my first pastorate after twelve years serving as an associate. 


One Sunday in June Becky and I drove immediately after morning worship in central Alabama to Wake Forest, North Carolina, to drop Neil off at his grandparents. We then climbed back in the car Monday morning and drove straight to Princeton, New Jersey. I remember distinctly that first night walking into Miller chapel, opening the hymnal, and crying. Perhaps it was the three years of beginning a pastorate in Alabama. Perhaps it was the twenty hours on the road to arrive there. Perhaps it was the driving for the first time on the New Jersey Turnpike. Most of all, I think it was a real thirst for a worship leader to be in a pew and participate in worship as a congregant. Ask my family—I seldom cry tears. That night, however, the tears welled in my eyes as we sang that opening hymn:
The strife is o’er, the battle done, the victory of life is won;

The song of triumph has begun. Alleluia!

We come today to worship and perhaps you have tears, too. We come because we each need to worship. We thirst for a chance to praise and thank God. We thirst for someone to encourage us as we try to be faithful pilgrims on the journey of the life of faith. We thirst for someone to lift us up and to pray for us. We thirst to learn from one another. Most of all, we thirst for someone to tell us the truth about ourselves and then to tell us that she/he still loves us . . . and that God still loves us. We come to the well each week to drink deeply of the living water of forgiveness,.


Jesus and the woman had a prickly conversation that day at the well, but her testimony to her friends was, “He told me everything I have ever done” (4:39). I think I hear her singing that hymn:

The strife is o’er, the battle done, the victory of life is won; The song of triumph has begun. Alleluia!
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