27th March 2011

Truth
Readings:

Exodus Chapter 17 verses 1-7

The whole Israelite community set out from the Desert of Sin, travelling from place to place as the LORD commanded. They camped at Rephidim, but there was no water for the people to drink. So they quarrelled with Moses and said, "Give us water to drink." Moses replied, "Why do you quarrel with me? Why do you put the LORD to the test?" But the people were thirsty for water there, and they grumbled against Moses. They said, "Why did you bring us up out of Egypt to make us and our children and livestock die of thirst?" Then Moses cried out to the LORD, "What am I to do with these people? They are almost ready to stone me." The LORD answered Moses, "Walk on ahead of the people. Take with you some of the elders of Israel and take in your hand the staff with which you struck the Nile, and go. I will stand there before you by the rock at Horeb. Strike the rock, and water will come out of it for the people to drink." So Moses did this in the sight of the elders of Israel. And he called the place Massah and Meribah because the Israelites quarrelled and because they tested the LORD saying, "Is the LORD among us or not?"
John Chapter 4 verses 5-30 and 39-42.

So he came to a town in Samaria called Sychar, near the plot of ground Jacob had given to his son Joseph. Jacob's well was there, and Jesus, tired as he was from the journey, sat down by the well. It was about the sixth hour. 
When a Samaritan woman came to draw water, Jesus said to her, "Will you give me a drink?" (His disciples had gone into the town to buy food.) 
The Samaritan woman said to him, "You are a Jew and I am a Samaritan woman. How can you ask me for a drink?" (For Jews do not associate with Samaritans.) 
Jesus answered her, "If you knew the gift of God and who it is that asks you for a drink, you would have asked him and he would have given you living water." 
"Sir," the woman said, "you have nothing to draw with and the well is deep. Where can you get this living water? Are you greater than our father Jacob, who gave us the well and drank from it himself, as did also his sons and his flocks and herds?" 
Jesus answered, "Everyone who drinks this water will be thirsty again, but whoever drinks the water I give him will never thirst. Indeed, the water I give him will become in him a spring of water welling up to eternal life." 
The woman said to him, "Sir, give me this water so that I won't get thirsty and have to keep coming here to draw water." 
He told her, "Go, call your husband and come back."
"I have no husband," she replied. 
Jesus said to her, "You are right when you say you have no husband. The fact is, you have had five husbands, and the man you now have is not your husband. What you have just said is quite true." 
"Sir," the woman said, "I can see that you are a prophet. Our fathers worshiped on this mountain, but you Jews claim that the place where we must worship is in Jerusalem."
 Jesus declared, "Believe me, woman, a time is coming when you will worship the Father neither on this mountain nor in Jerusalem. You Samaritans worship what you do not know; we worship what we do know, for salvation is from the Jews. Yet a time is coming and has now come when the true worshipers will worship the Father in spirit and truth, for they are the kind of worshipers the Father seeks. God is spirit, and his worshipers must worship in spirit and in truth." 
The woman said, "I know that Messiah" (called Christ) "is coming. When he comes, he will explain everything to us." 
Then Jesus declared, "I who speak to you am he." 
Just then his disciples returned and were surprised to find him talking with a woman. But no one asked, "What do you want?" or "Why are you talking with her?" 
Then, leaving her water jar, the woman went back to the town and said to the people, "Come, see a man who told me everything I ever did. Could this be the Christ?" They came out of the town and made their way toward him. 

Many of the Samaritans from that town believed in him because of the woman's testimony, "He told me everything I ever did." So when the Samaritans came to him, they urged him to stay with them, and he stayed two days. And because of his words many more became believers. 
They said to the woman, "We no longer believe just because of what you said; now we have heard for ourselves, and we know that this man really is the Saviour of the world." 

Sermon

Last week I talked about trust.  This week I want us to think about truth.

We’ll look at a conversation between Jesus and a Samaritan woman which is about much more than water. We’ll revise a bit of bible history.  We’ll explore what the conversation at the well tells us about being truthful to ourselves, and we’ll discover why that is important.  

And I’m going to give you a chance to do something about confronting any truths you’ve been ignoring for too long. 

But first, I’m going to ask you to get yourselves into twos (or threes if someone is left at the end of a row).  Imagine that the person next to you is a good looking, but blind, stranger of the opposite sex. Think for 30 seconds how you would describe yourself to them. Now, take only 30 seconds and describe yourself to the good looking but blind stranger of the opposite sex sat next to you.   

Put your hand up if you mentioned your occupation, present or past…..hands down.

If you mentioned how you like to spend your spare time.

If you mentioned what makes you laugh.

If you mentioned family or family background.

If you mentioned your faith.

Put your hand up if you mentioned your age
Remember that I can check with the person next to you, and put your hand up again only if you were completely accurate about your age.

Put your hand up if you mentioned your appearance, weight or height.

Now put your hand up only if you were completely accurate about your appearance, weight or height.

Did anyone say something that I’ve not touched on? Please, let’s hear it if you did…..

Overall, then, you would have been pretty honest about what you told the blind stranger. 

What you said would have been true. But, would it have been, in the words of the court room, “the truth, the whole truth and nothing but the truth”. Well, I only gave you 30 seconds, so you’d not got time to recount your whole life story. 

But what if I’d given you an hour? Would you have told the blind stranger the whole truth about yourself? Would you have been that honest with them. In fact, would you have been that honest with yourself? Or would a closer self examination actually reveal rather more.

Truth is a slippery thing. 

We find that when we consider the woman at the well.

The truth is that she goes there in the middle of the day.  That’s in the reading. But, what’s the truth underneath that? The women, and this was women’s work, would normally go in the cool of the morning or evening, meet and chat. For reasons which become obvious, this woman isn’t likely to be popular with the other women. The truth may be that she’s gone to the well at this time of day in order to avoid them.
When she gets there, she sees a tired stranger resting on the wall of the well. And he looks like a Jew. He asks her for water to drink and she answers "You are a Jew and I am a Samaritan woman. What’s the truth behind that statement? 

Jewish men are not allowed to speak to unaccompanied women. And anyway, Jews and Samaritans don’t talk to each other.

So what’s the truth behind this tension between Jew and Samaritan?  
Well that’s where we need that quick revision of bible history. 

In the time of King David all the tribes of Israel in Canaan were united in one big kingdom, with Jerusalem as its administrative and religious centre.  

However, that didn’t last much more than another generation and by around 939 BC the tribes split into two kingdom, north and south.  The northern kingdom took the name Israel. The southern kingdom took the name Judah and retained Jerusalem as capital. 

The northern kingdom built their own on a hill about halfway between Jerusalem and Lake Galilee. The city was called Samaria and the region around the city took the same name.

And, eventually, Samaria become a byword for failing to keep to the ways of God because its people turned to the worship of Baal.  

Around 721 BC, Samaria fell to Assyrian invaders. The people were exiled back to Assyria and Samaria was repopulated with people from across the Assyrian empire. These incomers brought their own religious practices with them and the religious impurity of the land of the Samaritans became infamous.  
To the south the Babylonians launched offensives against Jerusalem. It fell in 586BC and its people were exiled to Babylon.  

However, some escaped these exiles and some returned from them. North and south, there was movement back towards the ways of God.  But, tensions between north and south persisted, heightened when the north resisted the rebuilding of the temple in Jerusalem.

Matters came to a head in the 330s BC when those in Samaria built their own temple on Mount Gerizim; they also rejected any scripture other than the Pentateuch, the first five books of our bible. In effect, they rejected all the scripture which led to the authority of Judah, Jerusalem and its temple, and David’s line. 

None of this went down well in Judah and in 128 BC they had had taken enough of their northern neighbour; they attacked Samaria and destroyed the Temple at Mount Gerizim. 

Just that quick look at the truth of that history shows why, by Jesus’ time, those long religious and political differences between Jews and Samaritans were the fuel for a continuing and smouldering tension between those peoples. So it’s hardly surprising that, at the well, the Samaritan woman says to Jesus "You are a Jew and I am a Samaritan woman.  How can you ask me for a drink?" And it’s not only their regional background that she is challenging. She knows that Jews such as this one simply do not speak to unaccompanied women.  
Here’s another snippet of relevant truth. Water was known as either: still water which would have been found either in a pond, or by digging a well, or from rainwater stored in a cistern; or as living water, water which moved or flowed, water found in a stream or a river, or from a spring. It was living water which flowed from the rock which Moses struck near Horeb.

And, you also need to know that only living water was acceptable for ritual washing, to purify an unclean worshipper.

Now the woman knew, and all those in her village knew, that there was no living water here. That was why a well dug in Jacob’s time was still being used. So when Jesus says he’ll give her living water, she is eager to be told about this secret source of running water.  But Jesus was speaking of much, much more than H2O. The water he was speaking of was a metaphor for the Spirit of God, the Holy Spirit: whoever drinks the water I give him will never thirst. Indeed, the water I give him will become in him a spring of water welling up to eternal life.

Like living water, the Spirit cleanses and purifies.

Does the woman understand this truth? No. Hers is a practical, earthly response: “Sir, give me this water so that I won't get thirsty and have to keep coming here to draw water." She fails to see the truth in front of her. So Jesus, all-knowingly aware of her marital history, tells her to bring the man she calls a husband to fetch the water.

She explains that she does not have a husband and Jesus agrees and then promptly tells her her whole life story, A story which she realises he could not humanly have known.

Uncomfortable, she tries to deflect the conversation by launching a debate about the different ways of worship adopted by the Samaritans and by the Jews.
Jesus simply doesn’t play her game. He declares that such divisions about ways of worship (the ways of centuries of differences) are about to be swept away: “Yet a time is coming and has now come when the true worshippers will worship the Father in spirit and truth, for they are the kind of worshippers the Father seeks. God is spirit, and his worshippers must worship in spirit and in truth."

And then he reveals himself as the Messiah. "I, the one speaking to you—I am he."  (John 4:26 (Today’s New International Version)) He chooses his language carefully, those words ‘I am’ are themselves the very name of God as declared to Moses at the burning bush. There is no doubt:  Jesus of the line of David, Jesus the Jew, speaking to a woman, a Samaritan woman, is declaring himself as the Messiah.  His prophetic insight into her history convinces her of the truth. 
She goes and tells everyone she can. And the power of the truth is such that she is believed and Jesus the Jew, urged by Samaritan villagers, stays with them for two days. 

And many more became believers, declaring: “we know that this man really is the Saviour of the world."

What we see here is the truth about Jesus, Jesus of David’s line, being heard and received by a people who have rejected everything relating to David. Jesus being known and received by Samaritans while his own people, the Jews, were rejecting him. 

What opened the woman’s eyes to the truth about Jesus? She gives us the answer in her own words when she speaks to the villagers. "Come, see a man who told me everything I ever did.” …Come, see a man who told me everything I ever did.”
It is only when she is confronted with it that she fully accepts the truth about herself. And it is only when she fully accepts the truth about herself that she is able to see the truth about Jesus.

So what does the experience of the woman at the well have to do with our lives, here, today?
Well, some truths are eternal. So, what she discovered, we discover too: it’s only when we have fully accepted the truth about ourselves that we are able to see the truth about Jesus. – the truth that he loves us regardless.

It is only when we are honest with ourselves that we can be honest with him in our prayers. It is only when are true about ourselves that we can worship the Father as he wants us to - in Spirit and in truth.

We are all too good at ignoring the truth about ourselves and avoiding contemplation about what obedience to God means.  Those who in truth are gossips convince themselves that they’re only making conversation. Those who in truth are addicted to whatever they are addicted to convince themselves that it doesn’t hurt anyone else. Those who in truth fail to give generously convince themselves that they don’t need to, because someone else will. Those who in truth are living under crushing pressure convince themselves that it’s ok and that they shouldn’t ask for help. Those who in truth have been resisting God’s call to do something different, something new, convince themselves that they’ve misheard or that the timing is wrong. Those who in truth have been a bit like the people of Jesus day, have got hung up on religion rather than faith, and are as yet to see Jesus for themselves.
But, it’s only when we confront our truths that we can be in a full relationship with Jesus. It’s only when we face up to our truths that we can see ourselves as Jesus sees us and talk openly with him. I said that I’d give you a chance to do something about confronting any truths you’ve been ignoring for too long. When you came in you had a piece of paper in your order of service and you were given a felt tip pen. 

I’m going to pray for us all in a moment.  And when I have, I invite you, every one of you, to write down just one word, or sketch or image, that represents a truth that you’ve been avoiding.  It could be something you are not proud of. It could be something you are good at, but play down. It could be something that God is calling you toward, but you are resisting. It could be your opportunity to tell Jesus that you love him, for the first time. 
Then, because we’ve been thinking about Jesus and his conversation about water, come, row by row, and leave that paper face down in the living water of the font. Your truth won’t have your name on it. The pens use washable ink.     Your truth won’t be seen by anyone else. But Jesus will know that you’ve been truthful with him and, like the water of baptism, this will mark a new start.
Last week we thought about what it means to trust in Jesus. Today, we live that out in our actions.  The font represents the new birth of baptism. Come there in trust, offer your truth and bring new birth to your relationship with Jesus.

Please bow your heads and let me pray for you.

Father God, help us see the planks in our own eyes today.

Help us to be honest with ourselves. Help us know to worship you in spirit in truth. Send your Holy Spirit on us now and become in us a spring of water welling up to eternal life. 
Lord Jesus, just as you helped the woman at the well, help each one of us to confront the truths we’ve been ignoring for too long. And as living water purifies, liberate us from our fears and renew in us the joy of being always honest with you.  Amen 
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