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Our reading from Exodus this morning was about an event that occurred as the 
Israelites wandered in the desert following their flight out of Egypt.  They were camped 
at a place called Rephidim.  There, they couldn’t find any water, and they were thirsty.  
And as they were often inclined to do, they began to grumble and complain to Moses, 
“Did you bring us all the way out here just so we could die of thirst?”   

This is not the first, or the last, time that they will behave this way.  In fact, it seems the 
Israelites complain endlessly.  On their trek to the Promised Land, sometimes they even 
long to go back to Egypt.  Their life there was hard, it is true, but at least they always 
had enough to eat and drink.  Today Moses asks them, “Why do you put the Lord to the 
test?” (Exodus 17:2), which is his subtle way of reminding them that Moses is there to 
complain to, but it is really the Lord who has led them there.   

But the people are fine with that, too.  They’re always perfectly happy to complain to 
God.  They want to know, is God with them or not?  Their complaining isn’t confined to 
the time of the Exodus, either.  Just page through the Psalms and you’ll read things like, 
“Why, O LORD, do you stand far off? Why do you hide yourself in times of trouble?” 
(Psalm 10:1)  “How long, O LORD? Will you forget me forever?” (Psalm 13:1) 

God responds in today’s reading the way that God has throughout history.  God 
provides for them.  God tells Moses to take his staff and strike a rock that is in Horeb, 
and at once cool, clean water pours out of the rock for the people to drink. 

When I read stories like this my initial reaction is that what is miraculous here is not 
what God does for the people, but the fact that he does anything at all for them.  They 
certainly don’t deserve it, do they?  How do you respond to people who are always 
complaining? 

I know that if I’m in the car with the family, say, running errands, and the day gets a little 
long, I’m more than happy to look for a pizzeria if somebody calmly says they’re hungry.  
But often it’s more like this: “We’ve been gone so long!  Why did we have to go to so 
many stores?  I still don’t understand why I had to come with you, anyway.   We still 
have to go where?  But I’m STARVING!”  I don’t know about you, but at those times I’m 
usually thinking that going without any food until dinner time wouldn’t be the worst thing 
that could happen to my children. 
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But God acts differently.  God acts.  God doesn’t say, “Well, if you can change that 
attitude, I might see what I can do.”  He hears our cries, our grumbles and complaints, 
and he satisfies them, even if our behavior doesn’t warrant it.  We have a name for 
God’s constant tendency to give us things that we don’t deserve.  We call it “grace.” 

One of the most beautiful expressions of God’s grace is found in the “words of pardon” 
that we use as part of our communion liturgy from time to time.  You may recognize 
them: “God demonstrates his own love for us in this: While we were still sinners, Christ 
died for us.”  You’ll probably also recognize this as coming from Paul’s letter to the 
Romans that Lynn just read for you.   

Paul says that nobody would think of dying for a person who was just upright. If a 
person were especially good, someone might consider dying for them.  But Jesus Christ 
did the unthinkable – he died for total, unmitigated, and mostly unrepentant, sinners.  
Christ didn’t ask us to straighten ourselves out first, show the right attitude, or 
demonstrate that we were somehow worthy of so great a sacrifice.  No, “… at just the 
right time, when we were still powerless, Christ died for the ungodly.” (Romans 5:6)   

I think we can probably see what a remarkable thing that is if we are willing to engage in 
a little honest self-evaluation.  For example, are there people in your life that you’re 
willing to engage, if they’ll just clean up their acts and come around to your way of 
thinking?  Are there others you’d be willing to reach out to in love if they just wouldn’t be 
so critical all the time… if they just weren’t so stingy… if they’d just stop being so self-
centered… etc., etc.  Are we happy to forgive other people, but only if we’re sure they 
know just how vile and reprehensible their behavior toward us has been?  Jesus told us 
that he wanted us to “fish for people.”  But let’s be honest.  The first inclination most of 
us have is to try to clean them before we’re willing to catch them. 

But God’s grace doesn’t extend only to “mere sinners.”  Paul went on to say: “… when 
we were God's enemies, we were reconciled to him through the death of his Son…” 
(Romans 5:10)  We know that Paul, when he was known as Saul, was perhaps the 
most energetic persecutor of the early Christians before he met Christ one day on the 
road to Damascus.  We can understand how Paul might marvel at the wonderful truth 
that even “enemies of God” don’t fall outside the embrace of God’s love. 

 That is one of the themes in our reading from John, where we find Jesus having a 
conversation with a woman who is drawing water from a well.  This seemingly 
innocuous meeting is fraught with cultural tensions.  First, a man and a woman who 
were not related even having a conversation in public and in broad daylight would be an 
inexcusable breach of propriety among first-century Jews.  But it’s even worse.  There 
are indications in the text that this may be a woman of questionable moral character.  
But it is still worse.  The Samaritans and the Jews were mortal enemies.  The Jews and 
Samaritans were related by blood and history, and both claimed to be practicing the true 
form of the faith of Abraham.  This made for a bitter enmity between the two that had 
existed for hundreds of years before Jesus was born. 
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So from Jesus’ perspective, this is a woman that the world has defined as the lowest 
and the meanest of people.   The tax collectors, sinners, and prostitutes that the 
gospels tell us that Jesus liked to hang with all existed on the margins of Jesus’ society, 
but this woman would have been considered beneath even their contempt.  And Jesus 
meets her as she is, where she is, and treats her with love, and compassion, and 
understanding.  He tells her the simple truth that the grace of God is hers, too. 

You’ve probably heard it taught that this story is primarily a morality play.  Jesus was 
setting an example for us.  He “crossed boundaries” and accepted people who were not 
like him, and we should do that, too.  I think that is one of the things to take away from 
this passage, but not the most important one.  The point of all the readings today is that 
these are things we should be doing for others because they are what God has already 
done for us.  God has made us all, every one of us, the equally unlikely recipients of the 
gift of grace.  While we were still sinners, Christ died for us. 

Talking about grace, there’s a wonderful metaphor that’s sort of stuck in the middle of 
today’s gospel lesson.  John says when the Samaritan woman parts from Jesus, she 
leaves her heavy stone water jar at the well.  We might wonder why John thought it was 
important to include that particular detail. 
 
I think what John wants us to see is that she left the load she had been carrying with 
Jesus. What might that jar – that personal burden that she no longer had – represent in 
this story?  It could be so many things – her long-held fear and hatred of people 
different from her; her regret and guilt over how she had lived her life.   Or maybe what 
she left behind was the image of herself that society had given her – a picture of 
someone unworthy of love and respect, someone who is somehow less than whole.  
Whatever it was, after meeting Jesus, it was gone from her life. 

Such is the reach of God’s grace, and the depth of God’s totally unmerited love for us.  
God doesn’t ask us to “be different” before he’ll love us.  God’s love is not affected by 
how we treat him in return.  A love like that has no equal in human existence.  But 
sometimes in our lives we can catch just a glimmer of this profound reality.  There is a 
story that was written anonymously about Thomas Carlyle, the 19th century Scottish 
author.  Carlyle had married his secretary, whom he dearly loved, but he was 
thoughtless and absorbed in his own interests and activities, often treating his wife as if 
she were his servant.  

Stricken with cancer, she had been confined to bed for a long time before she died. 
After her funeral, Carlyle went back to his empty house. In his grief, he wandered 
around aimlessly; engrossed in thinking about the woman he had loved, but whose love 
he had ignored, and even abused.  After a while he went upstairs to her room and sat 
down in the chair beside the bed on which she had been lying for months. He realized 
with painful regret that he had not sat there very often during her long illness.  While 
there, he noticed her diary sitting next to the bed. 
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Now while she was alive, he never would have read it, but since she was now gone he 
felt free to pick it up and thumb through its pages. One entry caught his eye: “Yesterday 
he spent an hour with me. And it was like being in heaven. I love him so much." His 
heart grew heavier as he turned the pages, until finally he came to this entry: "I listened 
all day to hear his steps in the hallway. And now it’s late. I guess he won’t come to see 
me." 

Carlyle read a few more entries and then threw the book on the floor and ran out into 
the rain, all the way back to the cemetery. He fell on his wife’s grave in the mud, 
sobbing, "If only I had known. If only I had known."i 

God so loved the world that, while we were mired in our petty personal agendas, 
indifferent and even hostile to him, God went to the cross to set us free to love, too.  
While we were still sinners, Christ died for us.  And, as thoughtless and self-absorbed 
as we can be, God’s love for us hasn’t changed.  God waits for us still. 

Just thought you’d want to know…. 

 

 

 

i   http://sofinesjoyfulmoments.com/hearts/carlyle.htm. 

                                                 


