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POURING TEA 

Once upon a time, there was a woman who set out to discover the meaning of life. First she read everything she could get her hands on—history, philosophy, psychology, religion. While she became a very smart person, nothing she read gave her the answer she was looking for. She found other smart people and asked them about the meaning of life, but while their discussions were long and lively, no two of them agreed on the same thing and still she had no answer. 

Finally she put all her belongings in storage and set off in search of the meaning of life. She went to South America. She went to India. Everywhere she went, people told her they did not know the meaning of life, but they had heard of a man who did, only they were not sure where he lived. She asked about him in every country on earth until finally, deep in the Himalayas, someone told her how to reach his house—a tiny little hut perched on the side of a mountain just below the tree line.


She climbed and climbed to reach his front door. When she finally got there, with knuckles so cold they hardly worked, she knocked. 

“Yes?” said the kind-looking old man who opened it. She thought she would die of happiness. 

“I have come halfway around the world to ask you one question,” she said, gasping for breath. “What is the meaning of life?” 

“Please come in and have some tea,” the old man said. 

“No,” she said. “I mean, no thank you. I didn’t come all this way for tea. I came for an answer. Won’t you tell me, please, what is the meaning of life?” 

“We shall have tea,” the old man said, so she gave up and came inside. While he was brewing the tea she caught her breath and began telling him about all the books she had read, all the people she had met, all the places she had been. The old man listened (which was just as well, since his visitor did not leave any room for him to reply), and as she talked he placed a fragile tea cup in her hand. Then he began to pour the tea. 

She was so busy talking that she did not notice when the tea cup was full, so the old man just kept pouring until the tea ran over the sides of the cup and spilled to the floor in a steaming waterfall. 

“What are you doing?!” she yelled when the tea burned her hand. “It’s full, can’t you see that? Stop! There’s no more room!” 

“Just so,” the old man said to her. “You come here wanting something from me, but what am I to do? There is no more room in your cup. Come back when it is empty and then we will talk.” 

As we saw last week, several thousand miles to the west, a ruler of the Jews named Nicodemus came to Jesus by night. These two dispensed with a tea ritual, but the outcome was the same. Nicodemus came looking for answers. Jesus would not cooperate. He poured tea all over his visitor’s hand and said, in effect, that Nicodemus already had gallons of answers available to him. What he needed was one drop of experience—one moment of new birth from above—and he could leave all his answers lying in puddles on the floor. 1

Then John tells us another story about a woman who also brings her tea cup to a visitor. At first she notices that this Jew does not have a cup with which to drink, but we discover that this woman is the one with the cup. Will tea spill out on the floor for this woman as well? Let’s see.
THIRSTING FOR 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 Jewish man has the nerve to ask of a Samaritan woman, “Give me a drink.”  

“Sir, you have no bucket, and the well is deep!” she replies.

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.”

“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.”

Even though she was the one with the bucket and rope, she was the thirsty one. Unlike the woman searching for the meaning of life, this woman’s china cup is empty and she knows it. She thirsts for hope and joy and love that seem 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.”

Well, the conversation doesn’t end there. We assume Jesus takes some of that water to baptize her and she follows him to Jerusalem. That’s not what happened. I hope we will know the Bible like Gabby does. Gabby is a four-year-old in our Vienna Baptist Children’s Center. In chapel Thursday afternoon Gabby was sitting in his teacher’s lap right under the communion table while Joan Strong was showing a Bible story on the flannel graph right where I am standing now. 

Joan told the story of Zacchaeus. “Do you know why he couldn’t see Jesus?” Joan asked. Gabby said, “He was short!” but Joan did not hear him because of all the commotion. Then Joan said, “What can Zacchaeus do since he was so short? Look, he climbed up in a tree so he could see Jesus!” Gabby slapped his thigh and shouted, “I knew it!” I hope that as you hear me tell these stories about Jesus, you, like Gabby, will slap your thigh and say, “I knew it!” Pastors love that. 
THIRSTING FOR GOD

Read the rest of John 4 and you will hear that the story does not end in verse 15. Hear how Jesus asks her about her husband and she says, “I have no husband,” and Jesus says, “You are right in saying, ‘I have no husband’; for you have had five husbands, and the one you have now is not your husband” (4:17-18).

Rather than being compared to the late Liz Taylor, she quickly changes the subject by pointing to the ruins on the top of Mount Gerizim. On the screen this morning you can see current pictures of that same view Jesus and this woman had almost 2,000 years ago. Jesus’ ancestors had destroyed that Samaritan temple 150 years before this conversation and she still was upset about it. Do you find that surprising? Hasn’t it been 150 years since the beginning of the Great Conflict within our own United States?

Jesus, however, will not be sidetracked and says, “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 (or wind—Do you remember the conversation with Nicodemus?) and truth, for the Father seeks such as these to worship him. God is spirit (wind), and those who worship him must worship in spirit (wind) and truth” (4:23-24).

This woman did not come that day looking for spirit and truth. She is not seeking the answer to a meaningful life. She is doing what she did every day—carry her bucket to Jacob’s well for daily water. She comes for water and meets someone who offers her Living Water. She does not have the words to explain what she needs, but Jesus does. She’s like the person who stands in front of a drink machine wondering, “I’m thirsty, but I don’t know what I want.” 


I don’t think she knows what she wants or what she needs. I don’t think you and I know what we want or what we need. But Jesus does. I refuse to design the perfect worship service which will meet your individual needs. I refuse to preach sermons that will give you three steps to a happier marriage, a more profitable vocation, or a meaningful life. We are all too busy trudging each day with our buckets to the well outside of town. We don’t need any more information about God. We need a few drops of an experience with Divine Graciousness.

My prayer is that you will have a few moments in your life like this unnamed woman had at Jacob’s well. I hope these moments come here between 11:00 and 12:00 on Sunday mornings, but it is okay if they don’t. They may not come in a Bible study class or in a Life Group experience, either. I hope that they do, but so often the spirit/wind and truth comes to us when we are doing some other daily task. I just hope you have a few moments now and then not when you come to Jesus but when Jesus comes to you in spirit/wind and truth and you say, “Yes, Jesus. Please come into my heart today. Fill my cup, Lord. I lift it up, Lord.” 


If your china cup is already full and you are working on all the right questions about how to have a meaningful life, I am afraid you might miss him. He’s a Spirit, after all, and the Spirit is like the wind blowing over us. Would you like to have some tea with Jesus? Would you like to experience just a few drops of Divine Graciousness? Well, what’s already in your cup?
HYMN 16 Come, Thou Fount of Every Blessing
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