Sermon possibility 2 for World Water Day “A Story of Two Women”
Scriptures: Genesis 21:14-19;  John 4:7-14

Our scripture lessons today tell the stories of two women in need of that most basic necessity of life – water.  The Samaritan woman in John’s gospel lived about 2,000 years later than Hagar in the Genesis story, and yet that primary human need for water had not changed.  Let’s look more closely at these stories, and listen for God’s word for us that may be found in them:

The story of Hagar and Ismael is heartbreaking.  When I put myself in Hagar’s place, as a parent, I can imagine her pain when her child said, “Mommy, I’m thirsty,” and she had nothing to offer to him, knowing that he would surely die.  “God,” she cried, “do not let me look upon the death of my child!”  The sad fact is that today, four thousand years later, over a billion people in the world still have no access to clean water.  And so, for those millions of mothers, when their children ask for a drink, they have nothing but contaminated water to offer, knowing that it may well cause them to die.  In fact, over 3 million people die each year from preventable water-related diseases – and most of them are children under the age of five!  Hagar’s story is their story, as they, too, cry “God, do not let me look upon the death of my child!” 

Fast-forward 2,000 years from Hagar’s story, and we see Jesus approaching a Samaritan woman beside the well of his ancestor Jacob, in the heat of the noonday sun.  Most frequently, when we read this particular story, we focus upon Jesus’ remarkable offer to the woman: “I would give you living water,” he said to her.  Jesus was a master of symbolic language, and here he used water as a symbol for life.  And an appropriate symbol it is, too, for water is the essential ingredient for all life.  No living thing can survive without it, and, in fact, our bodies, like those of most plants and animals, are composed mostly of water.  Without it, we die.  That’s why it is so important that we recognize that our planet is facing a water crisis of enormous proportions.  The availability of clean water is now the #1 problem in the developing world, and it may soon become the #1 problem even in the developed world.  

How has is come to this?  Is there less water in the world than there used to be?  No, there is just exactly as much as there ever has been or ever will be.  The problem is that 99% of the earth’s water is either salty or frozen.  And 90% of the remaining 1% is used by agriculture and industry, leaving a mere 1/10 of 1 percent of all the world’s water as available fresh water.  And almost all of that has become contaminated by chemicals or human and animal wastes.  

Back to the story of the woman at the well:  We’ve seen that Jesus offered the woman ‘living water’, which we understand to be the spiritual nourishment that can come only from the divine source.  But take a closer look at the story: verse 7 reads, “A Samaritan woman came to the water, and Jesus said to her, ‘Give me a drink.’”  Do you see it?  Jesus offered her the water of life.  But Jesus also asked her to give him a very real drink of water to satisfy his very real physical need.  Jesus was thirsty!

Let’s think about that.  We are a people of the Incarnation.  Alone among all of the faith traditions of the world, Christians believe that our Creator so loves the world that God actually became man, taking on flesh and blood in the person of Jesus of Nazareth, experiencing hunger and thirst, joy and sorrow, and every other human condition.  God with us, in a physical as well as a spiritual sense, loving our bodies as well as our souls, and promising the resurrection of those bodies.  Our savior modeled it, our scriptures attest to it, and our creeds affirm it – body and spirit are inextricably bound together.  And so, in a very real sense, caring for both the spiritual and the physical health of God’s people in the world is the duty of the Christian.  
The good news is that there are many ministries, in the PCUSA and other organizations - that are addressing the problem in communities all around the globe.  Digging wells, laying water pipelines, treating water sources, educating communities about waterborne disease – these are a few of the ways in which these water ministries are addressing the crisis.  (Optional: One such ministry has arisen right here in our own synod – the clean water ministry known as Living Waters for the World, which has partnered with people in nearly 400 communities in developing countries in many parts of the world, establishing water treatment systems to transform contaminated water into clean, healthy water.)

These clean water ministries are one way in which we can respond to Christ’s commandment to love one another, a tangible way to care for our neighbors.  And Jesus left little doubt about who qualifies as neighbor!

Today we celebrate World Water Day – a day set aside all across the country for people to increase awareness of the crisis that faces our world and threatens the lives of millions  of our brothers and sisters in developing countries.  A day to pray for guidance as we struggle to find solutions to the political and economic injustices that render people powerless to lay claim to the natural resources that God intends for them.  A day to commit ourselves to act, as we are called to do, on behalf of the least of these, offering clean water to a thirsty world.    

Just a few years ago, hundreds of people perished as Hurricane Katrina washed over our southern Gulf coast, cutting a giant path of destruction and leaving behind little except debris and contaminated water.  That’s a staggering number of deaths, and the response to that disaster was remarkable  That is largely because these deaths were sudden, visible, close to home and highly publicized.  Yet consider this: in the two years since Katrina, millions of people have died of preventable water-related diseases in developing countries around the world.  But the world has taken little note of their deaths, for they have died slowly, silently, far away, and without media coverage. 

Jesus had never met the woman at the well.  She lived in a place far from Jesus’ home; she was not of his nationality or culture or faith.  Yet it was to this woman that Jesus offered the water of life, and it was of this woman that he made the request, “Give me a drink.”  Read this scripture through the lens of Matthew 25: “Lord, when did we see you thirsty and give you something to drink?”  And he answered them, “Inasmuch as you have done it to one of the least of these, you have done it to me.”  Jesus lives today, lives among the least of these in Brazil, Honduras, Ghana, Nicaragua, Mexico, Haiti, Belize, Sudan, El Salvador.... and through their voices, Jesus asks of us, “Give me a drink.”  We are called to respond to this request in a tangible way.

I’ve quoted to you some of the alarming statistics about the number of deaths caused by dirty water.  Here’s one more: in the time that we will have been in worship this morning, over 300 more people, mostly children, will have died from preventable water-borne disease.  But let’s also think about the tens of millions of people who live, but live in constant poor health due to dirty water.  Men and women who  live in pain, far below their productive capacity; children who will never reach their God-given potential due to the terrible toll that chronic illness takes upon their developing bodies and brains.   

Like Hagar’s child, there are millions of children in the world this very day saying, “Mommy, I’m thirsty.”  We have within our power and ability a way to help those mothers respond to these requests with clean, healthy water – that they may have life, and have it abundantly!  Jesus freely gives us that living water, the water of eternal life.  And in grateful response, we can offer to Jesus and to those whom he loves the clean water so necessary to a healthy life for all God’s children everywhere.

Thanks be to God.  Amen.
