3rd Sunday of Lent
Sermon 3.27.11

Scripture:
Exodus 17:1-7



John 4:5-42

Call & Response

I have a recurring nightmare.  I’m alone in a room and crying.   I’m calling someone’s name and I know that person is in the next room.  I know she can hear me; I just know he can hear me especially now as my crying gets more insistent.  But the person doesn’t respond.  And for some reason, I can’t myself move.  Helpless as an infant left to cry it out on her own, I’m trapped and left awfully alone.
I used to have this nightmare every few months, but I haven’t had it much at all (blessedly) since meeting Jesse, twelve years ago now—he who has always responded to me.  But I had it the other night, and it was upsetting as ever.  When I came out of it, Jesse was there and asked, “Did you have a nightmare?”  I nodded.  “You were crying out,” he told me, and, ever the analyst, he couldn’t help but to ask, “What was it about?”  “I’ll tell you in the morning.  I won’t forget it,” I promised.
************

The worst sermon I ever heard on this passage from Exodus came from the candidate my home church was considering calling as the new settled pastor.  I actually don’t remember the sermon, only the title: “Whiners in the Wilderness.”  Ha, ha.  Funny, funny.  An alliterative allusion to the attitude of the Israelites whose time in the wilderness had, apparently, reduced them to whining.  It was an objective correlative, a parallel process, that he placed beside our congregation’s time in the wilderness of the search and call process for us all to notice what he thought were stirring similarities.   We’d had to say good-bye to our long-time, beloved pastor Bill.  We’d had to endure the lackluster leadership of three interim pastors (one of them being me, an eager seminarian thrilled to be granted more authority than I was ready for).  It was a hard time, and it took a long time—months turning into years that people spent arguing with one another over everything from the configuration of the office-space in the church building to the way we celebrated Memorial Day in worship.  The woman who served as moderator of the church was driven out in the timeless tradition of no good deed going unpunished.  The man who led the charge tried then to sell the pews to individuals and families who would pay for their refinishing, as was the custom in Colonial days—a custom most Congregationalists have been ever since pleased to put to rest.  It was a crazy time.   And then came this one who would indeed become our new pastor telling us, in sum, “Quit’cher whining.  Suck up and deal.”
It’s a false equivalency all around.  The Israelites weren’t whiners and neither were the people in my home congregation.  They were frustrated, frightened; and not unreasonably so.  It’s more than possible that people might die of thirst in the desert.  It’s more than possible that a congregation without good leadership might wither and die, or eat itself alive.  But most of all, shaming either ancient Israelites or modern church-goers for their struggle and complaint misses the point—for, at least in regard to the Exodus story, God gave the people what they needed.  Not angry, apparently, but empathetic; not pissed at the whining, or at least not ultimately, but compassionate at the suffering: God gave the people what they needed.  Water!
Moreover, God gave it from a rock.  Did you notice this lovely turn?  We might well think God’s giving it from a rock was to underscore the wonder of this miracle.  Water in the desert just when you need it?  That’s a miracle!  And when it comes from a rock?  Now that’s wonder-working at its best.  But, listen, there’s something deeper, more significant, at work here.  Moses had only moments before cried out that the people were almost ready to stone him—which wouldn’t have been unheard of.  Moses wasn’t being dramatic here; Moses wasn’t speaking hyperbolically, hysterically.  Quite the opposite—stoning someone to death was convention, something done either frighteningly by a mob out of control or done fiercely by a people participating in a well-ordered, law-abiding, ritual.  Yes, ritual stoning was commanded in the Law of God (which would come later, of course).  It was commanded as just consequence for certain violations.  But it likely wasn’t a phenomenon limited to the Israelites.  No, there are some scholars who assert that most ancient stone altars the world over are the result of such a sanctified and sanctifying act—the logic being that, because someone died here and because these deaths had the mystifying effects of calming people down and bringing them together, they are hallowed by divine presence, sacred because here the divine acted; and thus they are altars to be so used so the divine might come and act again.  And so it was that Moses worried he’d suffer such a fate—until God got hold of one of those fierce stones and transformed it from something used to take life into something useful for giving life.  Did you notice?  It’s exactly the transformation that the Roman cross would undergo at the hands of God—a means to death transformed into a means for undoing the power of death, for stripping it of its mystifying grip, which is to say a means for abundant life.
The great Old Testament scholar (and member of a congregation of the United Church of Christ: go team!) Walter Brueggemann writes clearly and well on this passage:  “The exodus liberation promised a new existence for Israel, filled with joy, freedom, and well-being.  However the withdrawal from the imperial system of Egypt brought Israel only to the wilderness, which gave no well-being.  The wilderness is a place of no water.  The ‘wilderness’ is a place where the guaranteed life-supports of empire are missing.  Thus Israel was plunged into crisis…which is presented as a crisis of leadership.  The Egyptian imperial system had given neither dignity nor freedom, but it had offered a steady supply of food and water, if in exchange for servitude.  Now, out of empire, in the leanness of wilderness faith, Israel’s need and thirst and yearning lead to restlessness and an outcry against the leadership of Moses.  Moses, however, isn’t the real leader…Yahweh is.  God is the one responsible for the mismatch between expectation and delivery; [God is the one whose promise outruns its fulfillment].  For this reason, Moses questions and accuses God.  Yahweh, in turn, offers a response both abrupt and decisive—an issuing of a command and [then of] a promise.”  
The command: “Go on ahead of the people, take some of the elders with you; take your walking stick and go.”  
The promise: “I will be standing there in front of you.”
Mr. Brueggemann continues: “The promise is as lean and as unaccommodating as the command….Moses obeys.  Yahweh delivers.  Water comes.  Israel drinks.  The crisis is averted.  The narrative tells us all this in one brief sentence—this situation in which Yahweh sustained life but in a lean, precarious, anxiety-producing way [which is to say, a way] that requires deep trust.”

***********

If you’re like me, you read in the bulletin that we’d be hearing nearly forty verses from the gospel of John this morning and you groaned a bit.  After all, it’s been said that listening to the scripture reading in church is sort of like eavesdropping on a conversation: sometimes the conversation is interesting, but just as often it’s too strange to be interesting.  As if it’s in Gaelic or Spanish, there are just enough familiar words to hook you but ultimately you’re shut out from actual understanding.  So, the blessing might be found in when the reading at least is short.  Preachers know this, too—that forty verses of any piece of scripture is a lot to tackle.  Moreover, forty verses from the gospel of John is a jungle of significance, which means a lot is not going to be addressed in the sermon.
And here’s the point, to my hearing at least, this morning at least.  The story of the woman at the well is the longest exchange Jesus is remembered to have had with anyone.  Despite the fact that many are the reasons Jesus shouldn’t be having this conversation at all—that she’s a woman, that she’s a Samaritan, that she’s something of a man-eater which Jesus (apparently, mysteriously) well knows—this conversation lasts longer than any other remembered in scripture.  Five times this sketchy woman either poses a question or makes a statement that invites clarification, and five times Jesus responds.  Most crucially, his fifth response is also his first time making one of his many “I am…” statements: “I am the bread of life,” “I am the light of the world,” “I am the gate for the sheep,” “I am the good shepherd,” “I am the resurrection and the life,” “I am the way and the truth and the life, “I am the true vine.”  But this one is strikingly clear: “I am he, the Messiah,” the One whom the woman knew would proclaim to us all things.
Interesting that her hope lay in what the Messiah would proclaim rather than in what he would defeat.  Messianic hopes were often about a mighty warrior come to defeat the foreign powers.  But this woman’s hope lay not in what the Christ would do, but in what he would say.    

************

There’s a lot of anxiety these days about what comes next.  We know what was: we have all these posts- that are, I suppose, guide-posts to what once was and is now passing.  We are post-modern, post-structural, post-racial, post-national, post-colonial, post-imperial, post-Christian—guide-posts all, I suppose.  But they only point out where we’ve been; none lay out the path of where we’re going.  How to get there is another matter, given that what will fuel our journey is an open question, each option (oil, coal, gas, nuclear, solar, wind) delivering as many problems as solutions.
For years now, enough Americans for it to be noteworthy have said in opinion polls that our country is on the wrong track.  Lately, though, enough people have taken it further, saying that the best days for our country are behind us.  Surely this fear is what founds the question of so-called “American exceptionalism.” The fact that this is the latest litmus-test question indicates that we’re all starting to doubt the enduring truth of the assertion, and moreover its usefulness to us.  Surely this fear is what fanned the freak-out following money minted without the phrase, “In God We Trust,” a phrase and its placement that strike me as terribly undermining of actual trust in God.  It’s as if to say, “Of course, we trust in God, but just in case, here’s some money to sock away.”  Talk about hedging a bet!

Of course, America isn’t alone in our anxiety.  Much of the Modern West worries that the future belongs to the East—and that the transition of power will involve the radical regimes that lie like landmines in the region in between.  Yet even in the rising East, foundations have shaken and a nation has teetered, tottered.  It won’t fall entirely; experts agree that Japan, though suffering greatly now, will recover.  Nonetheless, dreadful as that catastrophe has been on its terms, it’s also left the world rattled.  Power is shifting, and even when well-established, it can be upset in the blink of an eye.
On what can we depend?

************

A few weeks ago, when we were listening to the Godly Play story of the Garden of Eden, the concept came up of God’s having a plan.  What was God’s plan, we wondered, in putting the serpent in the garden?  What was God’s plan in introducing a tree with forbidden fruit and a command to the humans that they not eat it?  What was the plan?  What’s the plan, God?  I said I don’t experiemce God as having a plan as much as having a vision as to where we are to go and a Spirit for responding to us as together we move on.  Corralling, shepherding, God is more dynamic than having a plan: God is call and response.  

I could tell you several things from just the last week that I wish I hadn’t said.  One even makes me shudder at the thought of it.  Don’t get excited.  It wasn’t exciting.  It was just me being a stupid fool.  So, it’s with this keen awareness that I say to you now, I think I got that one right.  God not as agenda-driven but as responsive: I think I got that one right.

This comforting thought came home to me as I was reading Phillip Simmons’ lovely book Learning to Fall: The Blessings of an Imperfect Life.  Ten essays that he wrote in the years that followed his being diagnosed with Lou Gehrig’s disease, they are none maudlin or sentimental.  Mr. Simmons was an excellent writer who knew how to be at the same time light and serious, and only the best can bring levity and gravity together to sing.  I had an ear for one section in particular, where he wrote:  “To be responsible is to be responsive, to respond.  All these words have their root in the Latin spondeo, which means ‘to promise.’  To re-spond is not to promise for the first time but to promise again, not to begin a relationship but to renew one.”

It was a few nights after reading this that I had my old nightmare—helpless baby crying it out but in a grown-up body that couldn’t move but to struggle.  And I realize now how crucial is to me a God who responds, how crucial it is to me that God does respond.  God responds to us.  This is what scripture tells us this morning: God responds to us.  Renewing the promise that is of old, God responds to us when we don’t know the way forward, when we doubt that we’ll make it.  Mr. Brueggemann brings it all together so nicely for us—we who find ourselves in this the brief period of Lent amidst this protracted period of post-everything-we’ve-ever-known: “Lent concerns the liturgical, spiritual, socioeconomic act of leaving the guarantees of the dominant ordering of social power, and coming to terms with the commands and promises of Yahweh.  Compared to the easy gifts of empire (gifts given with an enormous price tag), Yahweh’s way in the world is lean and precarious…The response of God in this narrative is only a terse command, a lean promise, and life at the last minute.”
The question before us, then, is whether this is enough for us.  Comfortable as we’ve become with American hegemony, can we tolerate divine-mandated vulnerability?  As at home as we are in the status of super-power, can we find any hope at all at being a pilgrim people living miracle-to-miracle?  Speaking more personally, can we await in hope the One who does truly proclaim all things to us, offering us a word that sustains, calling to us that we might respond.  Can we be so faithful?
What if God doesn’t respond to us?  

What if God is asking the same thing about us?
Well, we don’t have much to go on—just some ancient testimony about water from a rock, an overlong conversation about water that quenches once and for all, and this itty bitty church that really shouldn’t still be here.  

And yet here we are.

Thanks be to God.
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