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“IS WATER ALWAYS JUST WATER?”

March 8, 2026 3rd Sunday in Lent Text: John 4:5-42

Reed Baer West Parish of Barnstable

Fire truck red the handle, cast iron and cool to the touch even on the warmest of mid-summer’s days, awkward this well-pump for a child, yet drawn to it I was each time we visited my grandparents’ farm in the foothills of the Pocono Mountains. A white, enamel-plated cup dangled from an s-hook next to the pump’s throat, and tricky it was to work the handle with one hand while holding the cup at arm’s length under the faucet. Stiff at first, groaning in protest, the handle reluctantly yielded to the workings of my arm, and after three or four pumps the first gurglings welled up from below, and then a spitting of drops mixed with air until, miracle of miracles, out gushed a stream of icy spring water, filling and then over-flowing the edge of the tinny cup. Lifting the water to my lips, greedily pouring it down my throat, I knew a refreshment and revitalization unlike any other, as different from a cup of tap water as a clear night mountain view of the stars is from a visit to the planetarium. 


Two thousand miles and decades later, knee deep in snow in the mountains of Colorado, I bend over a pipe, elbow-shaped, holding at arms length a wood-stove blackened cauldron. “Turn it on!”, I yell through the lodge pole pines, an electrical switch is thrown inside the cabin, and with fire-hose force a jet of water shoots out the artesian well. I frantically try to corral a portion to fill the pot with the water we will use that day for drinking and cooking and washing the dishes and shaving. Trudging back to the cabin, sloshing pots swinging from each hand, I appreciate water in a way that I never do back in the land of water mains and indoor plumbing and Poland Spring bubblers.


Later, summertime, Yellowstone National Park. Standing on a rocky outcrop, we gaze, awestruck, at a canyon, rainbow colored by streaks of various embedded ores, carved by years of relentless urging ever-downwards of the river far below. The canyon walls are multi-layered and multi-colored, revealing ages long gone by, mute witness to a past beyond memory. And still the river roars and continues its transforming work, having its way even with the hardest stone.


Is water always just water? A rational person, a scientist, an empiricist, might tell you that water is always just water, H2O, a compound of hydrogen and oxygen. They are right, of course – but you would also be right, if you have had experiences similar to mine, in affirming that there is water, and then there is water. 


We are the product of the Enlightenment and Modernity, and so we pride ourselves on our education, our intelligence, our sophistication. We scoff at fundamentalists, at those who read the Bible literally. Noah and the ark – come on, a story perhaps amusing to children, but of what relevance to us who know that there is no way all the species of the earth could be crammed aboard one boat, no matter how many cubits in length? Jonah and the whale – who could believe it, how could such a story, more akin to a child’s fairy tale, speak to us? And those miracle stories in the New Testament – who could believe them, all that stuff about Jesus walking on water, turning water to wine, and so on? Maybe Jefferson had the right idea, maybe we need to simply use our intellect to excise those portions of the Bible which rationally just don’t make sense.


Episcopalian bad-boy, Bishop John Spong, puts our dilemma this way, asking, “My daughter has a Ph.D. in Physics. How on earth is she expected to believe in the bodily resurrection of Jesus?”


Duke’s chaplain, the Rev. Dr. William Willimon, replies, “Well, I guess we’d have to meet your daughter. Has she any imagination? Some physicists don’t. Has she ever traveled outside New Jersey? Does she enjoy surprises?”


 Truth to tell, we intellectual types are not nearly as expansive in our intellect as we would like to think. It is just that we tend to use our intellects to seize on some aspect of the divine that appeals to us, often one that fails to challenge us, and cling to it for dear life. Relying on logic and science and what appears to be, we hold at arms length, at best, all that is poetic, unexplainable, mysterious. We want God in a box, a box which we will construct with the delusion that all in the world is explainable, understandable, verifiable, knowable with enough hard thinking. Because water is just water.


A hot day, and the hottest part of the day, noon, in the Middle East. A nameless woman meets Jesus when she goes to draw water at the village well. It is a disaster in the making, of course. She is a Samaritan, he is a Jew – traditional enemies. She is a woman, he is a man unrelated to her – this in a society where it was a scandal for a woman to converse with an unrelated man, much less alone. In a culture with strict purity rules, he asks to drink from a Samaritan vessel – an unthinkable transgression. She is a woman with a reputation, as they used to say, apparently shunned by the women in the village – that is why she goes to the well not in the cool of the evening, when the other women gather at the well, but alone in the blazing noon-time heat. And yet for all their differences, Jesus meets her, and boundaries of all sorts, those of race, gender, religion, and purity are crossed. 


And they talk, this woman and Jesus, person to person. She speaks to Jesus of water, and Jesus speaks to her of “living water”; she talks on the surface, about what is visible and verifiable to the senses, and he takes her deeper than the well they sit by. She would remain on the superficial, and he takes her to a depth she had not anticipated, to a deep-down place she would never have visited on her own. And then, in the end, she arrives to a point of faith where she can ask, “He cannot be the Messiah, can he?”


Studies have shown that minority populations tend to have a higher level of mental health problems. Not surprising, perhaps, as they tend to be economically disadvantaged, with all the stresses that come with that. And yet one finding surprised the researchers – African-American women, who as a population have known more suffering than probably any other group in our society – and generally have lower levels of education --  have the lowest rate of suicide. The researchers could only attribute this to their faith. 


It is the same in this church.  Often those with the strongest faith, with the greatest understanding of the ways of the Spirit, will be those who are not as well educated as others, who are not as intellectual as many. 
These are the folk who see ways out of no way, who are “can people” not “can’t people”, who have a calm and steadfast trust in God, who are in it for the long haul because they know deep in their bones that God is in it for the long haul with them. 
These are people who know what it is to suffer, who often have descended to hell, and who found that when the last of their intellectual powers and physical strength gave out and could take them no further, God’s gracious hand reached out and steadied them and opened the door to new life to them – and extended to them the cup of living water.  
These are folk who can testify that maybe water is not always just water, that there is a depth to life deeper than intellect or reason alone can fathom, that perhaps poetry and imagination might take us to places beyond where we rationally limit ourselves to going.


What a strange Messiah came to this woman at the well, who comes to us. He was not what she expected; he broke the boundaries, he disrupted her expectations, he expanded her hopes. This living water transformed her from outcast to evangelist, from marginalized outsider to member of Jesus’ inner-circle. Seeking just water to slake her thirst, she found living water that stripped away pretense, permitted her to face where she needed healing, and refreshed her with a taste of eternal life. 

So might it be with us, so may Jesus come to us, initiating the conversation when we least might expect it, speaking to us of our deepest needs, accepting us as we are, and leading us to living waters that refresh and revitalize and transform. 
He comes to us, living water, so that we might come to him and be refreshed.

When it happens to you – and it will, if you let it -- drink deep! Amen
