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 Sermon for March 15
As much as the people suffered under the oppression in Egypt, the wilderness challenged their hope and their faith. In that empty land, they got hungry. They accussed Moses of bringing them out of Egypt just to let them die of starvation. In response, God provided manna each day.

They moved on. But they have come to a place where there is no water. Despite the miracles they have seen--the plagues, crossing the Red Sea, the manna they eat every day--they are too thirsty. They fear they will die. They come to Moses to demand water. Moses asks why they do not trust God. He calls them quarrelsome.

Now, calling someone quarrelsome does not help the conversation.

Moses is likely thirsty and uncomfortable himself. He's not at his best.

If he had responded with something like, "We have seen God protect us before. Let me go and ask for water," they might have told him to hurry up, but at least it would be a constructive conversation.

Instead, Moses accusses them of being difficult.

The people get angry. "Why did you bring us out of Egypt to kill us and our children and our livestock with thirst?"

The people are not being fair. Moses saved their lives by getting them out of Egypt. They were eager to come with him. It's just that at this moment they are uncomfortable and afraid.

That is understandable.

The accussation they make though also does not help the conversation. 
Of course he didn't intend them to die. He intended to save them. But intention is not everything. If they don't get water soon, the vulnerable among them will die and all will suffer. 

Now Moses is upset and afraid. He does not go to God will the request for water.

Instead he says, "What am I supposed to do with these people? They are ready to stone me." This is not what the people said. Moses has upped the anti again. And he does not ask for anything for the people but implies God needs to protect him.

God answers with water. God addresses the underlying issue. God ignores the anger, the accussations, the way fear and thirst have made Moses and the people quarelsome. God gives what they need and lets them work out their relationships together. 

The conversation about the need for water got way off track. 

The people were afraid, and they let their fear make them angry and discouraged.

Moses heard their fear, and he got angry. He challenged them rather than comforting them. Reassuring them that they had seen enough proof to trust God would have been a more direct response to their real issue.
Because he is upset, and thirsty, he goes to God for protection for himself. His words imply that God should judge the people not help them.
Fear does this. 

We don't like being afraid. It is easy to let fear make us angry.

When fear and anger enter the conversation, they become the topic.

It is hard to get at the underlying issues. 

Conversations about covid 19 have been like this.

First there were accusations against China as if something about the Chinese caused this virus to appear. Flight to and from China were stopped. 

Then there were lots of comments about how overblown the idea was that this could become a worldwide problem.

There were comparisons made that argued that this virus is not as dangerous as SARS was or as measles is.

There was also panic and people hoarded sanitizer and masks.

And some people acted as if there was no problem at all.

You can think of conversations you were part of in the early days of the outbreak.

I remember listening to radio interviews with people who were brought out of Wuhan or off the cruise ship. There was an interesting level of acceptance that they would have to be quarenteened for 2 weeks. Someone at Trenton said that it was odd because they were not supposed to have contact with each other. Someone leaving the cruise ship said that they had planned to get back to work after their holiday not spend another 14 days away. But they were grateful enough to be flown back to Canada that they accepted the quarenteen.

Now schools are shut down for three weeks. 

The first week parents have planned for. But two more weeks will be a hardship.

I am sure the reaction the day it was announced was complicated in every home.
Some argued it was an over reaction. Some said angrilly that it was not necessary.

And some started to plan other activities because the kids would go stir crazy at home.

But the situation had changed. Basketball, hockey, and baseball all suspended their seasons. 

And if we look at China and Korea, we can see that drastic action helped.

We look at Italy and see that if strong action isn't taken quickly, a complete social shut down will be needed. 
In a fluid situation, it is hard to keep the conversation on track, to judge well and to speak with wisdom rather than fear.

So let's turn to the other conversation about water.

The Samaritan woman has come to the well alone, at noon. She chose to avoid the morning when people would bring their flocks for water, when women would seek water for the day's need. 

When she sees she is not alone but a strange man is there, she would be worried.

But she does the proper thing and ignores him.

Jesus does not ignore her. 

"Give me a drink?" he asks.

Although this is a totally natural request, he does break social convention with it, bending both gender and ethnic rules.

Properly, she should ignore his request and stick to her job.

Instead, she engages in the conversation pointing out the rules he is breaking.

Her response points out how wrong he is to speak to her. Which is ironic, because she is participating in the breach. She does not back away from the conversation.
Because she is engaged, Jesus tells her that if she knew who he was she would ask for more from him, for living water.

She challenges his claim. She points out that he has no way to draw water from the well, so he isn't offering ordinary water. And then she argues that Jacob who dug this well and gave it to her people is greater than him. 

"Not so," Jesus says. "Draw from this well and you will thirst still. What i give is a spring of eternal life."

And with proper middle eastern irony, she says, "Sure give me that water so I never have to do the work of hauling water again."

She points out that he is making a huge claim with no evidence to back it up.

So he gives her the evidence. He shows that he has seen into her.

"Go, call your husband and come back."

"I have no husband," she answers in frustration.

 The next words he must say gently and with compassion as he tells her that she has spoken truthfully, that she has had five husbands, been put aside five times, and the man she is with now has not married her.
Now we know why she has come alone to the well at noon. She is outcast in her own community. And a woman in pain. Five times put aside. And now the man who takes her into his home won't even marry her.

She knows now he has power. So she puts to him the issue that divides their peoples.

He has crossed the social boundary by engaging her in conversation; she asks if he will address the deeper division that keeps them apart. 

And he announces that the time has come when all those divisions will be put aside.

"The Messiah is coming to do that," she says. 

She demonstrates a strong understanding, a hope in God, and Jesus answers that he is the one who is doing this. 

At this point, the disciples return and interrupt. They are not impressed that he is talking alone with a Samaritan woman.

But she has understood. He told her to go and bring the man in her life, but instead she brings the whole village. "He knew me through and through," she tells them. "Come and meet the Messiah."

The twists in this conversation feel uncomfortable to us. They are hard to follow.

But where Moses and the people got more and more off track, Jesus keeps this conversation moving deeper. The woman engages with him, challenging his initial claim, but sticking with the conversation, letting him uncover her spiritual longing and the possibility of fulfillment. 

She allows the social convention to be challenged.
Challenging conversations are hard. It is easy to get distracted. It is easy to let emotion take over. It is easy to stick with conventional understanding, what we have always known.
One of the best workshops I have been to about addressing racism in Canada was called "Courageous conversations about race." The leader talked about not ignoring racism but learning to talk respectfully and helpfully with those who hold different opinions.

In Collingwood a couple weeks ago--it included Sunday which is why I didn't try to go--there was a workshop about how to facilitate conversations about climate change.

It's a hard conversation to have so we have to learn how to do it.

And over the next few weeks we are going to have to figure out how to have careful conversations about covid 19. Not in fear. Not in anger at the decisions being made. 

In hope that there will not be the deaths in our vulnerable population that are occuring elsewhere.

Challenging conversations are hard by definitiion. They raise our emotions. They challenge our conventional wisdom. But they are essential, and they are possible.

Jesus showed that you don't avoid the issue, but you see the other person as they are. And you offer the hope of life and renewal that is in God. 

