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Dear Friends,

Thank you for wanting
toread and study these
thoughts more
carefully. Please know
that | do not take full
credit for anything that
may be contained
within, because | may
haveread or heard
something at some point
during my pilgrimage
and do not remember
its sour ce and thus,
cannot give the rightful
author his’her credit. |
pray that you will find
inspiration and

encour agement.

Sarah Shelton

B
"\
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Where Faith Comesto Life.

2117 University Boulevard
Birmingham, AL 35233-3188

205-328-0644
FAX 205-328-6060

Worship with us each Sunday
morning a 9 am. and
for Bible study at 10:30 am.

Thetelevision comedy series, “Cheers” was a
favorite of mine. Set in Boston, thislocal
neighborhood bar, or watering hole, became the
place to meet and greet. Sam, the bartender, usually
had somelife lesson to learn. Frazier, thelocal
psychiatrist could never get his own relationships

Eastern Eyes)

Middle Eagtern village women would come to
retrieve water early in the morning or just before
sundown in order to avoid the heat of theday. To
insure safety, they would come as a group.
Furthermore, once the jars were full, they were
heavy and the women would need one another to
assist in lifting the full jars onto their heads. All the
while, they could talk—talk about their children and
their husbands; the weather; new recipes and
remedies for illnesses; who in their community
were lingering close to death and who would soon
give birth. They talked about the “ stuff” of life as
they found community with one ancther.

Knowing this creates a background upon which to
understand theisolation and loneliness of a woman
who comes during the noonday hour to draw her
water from the well alone. We are quick to assume
that sheis awoman of loose morals especially
when later in the story we find out that she has had
a saries of husbands. What we fail to remember,
and of which her presence reminds the locals who
use the same watering hole, isthat she may not
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and as hewalked in, everything would pause just
long enough for all to shout in greeting, “Norm!”
Invariably someone would ask, “So, how’ s your day
been? And hewould reply with quipslike: “It'sa
dog eat dog world, and I’m wearin’ MilkBone
underwear!”

Now | would suggest to you that this bar was more
than just a place at which to stop for a“quick drink”
before going home. It was the place to greet and be
greeted by friends. It was the place to hear the |atest
news and have othersin close enough proximity and
spirit to talk through and digest the news. It was the
place where “everybody knew your name.”

This setting, as foreign and distant asit may seem in
geography and time, is what we see re-enacted in our
gospel lesson for today. Jacob’s well was the
gathering place. The well would have had a
capstone of about 5 feet wide across the well
opening. In the center of the 20 inch thick capstone
would have been a hole large enough for a
collapsible leather bucket to drop through to the
water beneath. The capstone kept dirt from blowing
into the well; it prevented children from falling into
its dangerous depths; it gave a working surface upon
which to work aswater was transferred from bucket
tojar or leather traveling bag; and it gave a place to
sit asthefolksvisited OR it gave aweary traveler a
place to catch his breath, asistrue for our story
today. (Kenneth Bailey, Jesus Through Middle

man to man to man until she no longer has even the
dignity of marriage. (ThomasLong, “Words,
Words, Words,” Whispering the Lyrics) Sotowalk
with her to the well, to share the simple news of
each day, to just know her name would personalize
her dilemma and create within us feelings of
responsibility. In other words that we should do
something to help: rouse thelocal politiciansto
intervene or, at least, find a United Way agency to
lend support and encouragement. But, aswe all
know, that sort of involvement can get messy. It
involves too much red tape. 1t would force usto
explain our actions of conviction to our children
and friends and family. Itisjust easier not to get
involved, not to know her name and to let her
continueto go to thewell al aone.

Now Middle Eastern wells do not have buckets
attached to them. Each traveling group usualy had
a soft leather bucket that was easily rolled up for
transport. Surely Jesus and his disciples had such a
bucket for their journeys. So did the disciples take
it with them into the city or did Jesus purposefully
leave it stashed away so that he could engage
whoever came to the well in conversation? By
deliberately sitting on the well without a bucket,
Jesus strategically placed himself to be in need of
whoever happened to appear with the necessary
provisions.

On seeing the woman approach the well, Jesus,



according to society’ s dictums, was expected to courteoudy
withdraw to a distance of at least twenty feet, indicating that it
was both safe and culturally appropriate for her to approach the
well. Jesus did not move, however, and she decides to come to
thewell anyway. (Bailey)

The story, therefore,
beginsin hard, cold
silence. Shewho

Samaritan; he who

rested at thewell wasa @ny one else in all of scripture takes place.

Jew. Shewho cameto

the well was a woman,;

he who rested at the well wasaman. Centuries of cultural
hatred, prejudice and assumptions automatically erected a wall
between them through which no words were allowed to pass.
(Long) Soitisamazing to watch grace work in avery ssmple
way. All Jesusdoesisask for adrink of water and the longest
recorded conversation between Jesus and any one else in all of
scripture takes place. Thewoman, longing for community, and
Jesus, willing to make deep connections, talk of palitics, faith,
and sin. When Jesus gets too pointed, she changes the subject.
Jesus, however, will not allow her toretreat. When she steps
back, he steps toward her. When she steps out of the light, he
stepsinto it. When she becomes determined to show him less of
herself, he shows her more of himself until herevealsthe
complete truth about himself. She says, “I know that Messiah is
coming.” And Jesusreplies, “l amhe” (BarbaraBrown Taylor,
“Reflections on the Lectionary,” The Christian Century, Feb. 12,
2008)

It isthefirg time Jesus has confessed this to another living soul.
It isamoment of complete disclosure. The Messiah, the Son of
God, stands face to face with this Samaritan woman in the bright
light of the noonday sun and in that moment, all therules,
taboos, and higtory that serve to separate them fall forgotten to
the ground. (B.B. Taylor)

It isinto this awkwardly intimate moment that the disciples
return. They bring the worldly reality back with them that Jews
and Samaritans don’'t mix; that men and women do not converse
in public. What in the world is Jesus up to thistime, they must
have asked one another on their approach?

Isit any wonder that the woman is so unnerved by their
appearance—catching her respectfully exposed for possible the
first timein her life--that she leaves her jar at the well? OR
could it bethat sheis so struck by new purpose and energy that
sheleavesthejar and returnsto the village to be as bold asto
tell the villagers, “Come and see!’ He has told me everything |
ever did! Could it be the Messiah?’

And so they come. Her genuineness and their personal thirst for
God was greater than their opinion of her and their bias that
women should not speak to men. They gather asatrue
community—no more outsiders; no more insders. They gather
at the watering hole to drink the living water that Jesus offers.
Scripture says that Jesus stayed with them for two days and that
many became believers having heard for themselves that Jesus
was the Savior of theworld.

It seems to me that Baptist Church of the Covenant sitsin a
prime location to be a watering hole. We personally know this
to be true because as we go through the paces of our week, we
find that we often yearn for adrink of living water. We come

So it isamazing to watch grace work in a very smple
way. All Jesusdoesisask for a drink of water and
cametothewal wasa yhe | ongest recorded conversation between Jesus and

here, and we fed it well up inside of us from the moment we
walk into these doors. We quench our spiritual thirst with the
worship experiences, Bible studies and especially with the
fellowship.

From the knocks on
our doorsto the
people who pass by
on their way to
work, however, we
redlize that there are
many in our
community who
bring empty jars
that need filling and some whose jars are so full to the brim with
everything elsein the world, they cannot figure out why they are
il sothirsty. Jesus presencereminds usto go, get them, and
bring them to Him for adrink of living water.

While we faithfully participate in many ministries, with the
purchase of the Cat Haven property, we currently find ourselves
with an opportunity to uncover how we might drill for deeper
water. While the Council on Mission hashad a preliminary
discussion, | will be asking them to lead usin a discernment
process so that we can study, pray, research, and develop the
most effective ministry in which to invest ourselves, our time,
our talents, and our money. This process will raise questions
similar to the ones asked by the Samaritan woman and others
who came to Jesus searching for direction. Questions like:
What isthe greatest need in our

community?

What have downtown churches We mUSt1 there'
donein other cities? fore, be different
Who do we target? ..

How do we partner with the sorts Of d| SClI pl €S,
city of Birmingham and other WI | | | ng to gO to
agencies? .

What legal ramificationswill ~ the most unllkely
we inherit? :

What sort of space isinvolved? water| ng hOI €S,
Which ministry strikesatour | order to offer
greatest desire for involvement? . ..

How do we cometo consensus @ Arink of livi ng
on wh_id1 minigtry will receive water.

our primary focus?

Is our block the best [ocation, in

other words, do the physical plants of church and ministry
center have to be adjoined?

Aswe well know, discussions of this sort can drag on for years,
but guess what? We paid amost $60,000 on the principal of the
mortgage thisweek. Therenter’sleaseswill run out in alittle
over two years. We need to be making some decisions, so that
we are ready with a plan for action in 2010! To use aterm that
has become near and dear to us, we have no reason to delay,
because the futureis now!

Thiswill require usto follow the example of the Samaritan
woman and not the disciples. These disciples of Jesus are still so
stuck in their cultura biases that they cannot understand what is
happening at the well. Because the woman experiences

compl ete acceptance, probably for thefirst timein her life, she
realizes that God’ s favor and blessing go beyond cultural
boundaries and is vibrantly present in places like Samaria. We
must, therefore, be different sorts of disciples, willing to go to
the most unlikely watering holes, in order to offer a drink of



living water.

Thisrecently happened to Episcopal priest, Barbara Brown
Taylor. Several years ago, she moved, with her husband, Ed, to a
rural area of Georgia. When they built their home, they decided
to run its water off of awell on the property. Wanting to be
ecologically responsible, they only drilled 27 feet deep. It has
worked beautifully, supplying them with only top water, until the
drought began this past summer. So in order to insure that they
have water to drink in their home, Barbara has begun to make
weekly tripsto the Laundromat in town. Thefirst time she went,
she took three loads of laundry and fifteen quarters, remembering
such tripsfrom college days. She crammed all of her whitesinto
the Maxi-Load washer. Next to the coin sot was the red number
18. Shewondered
what it could mean.
Did the wash cycle
take 18 minutes?
Was this the 18"
washer in the
Laundromat?
Gradually, it occurred
to her that the water
would not start
flowing until 18 quarterswere put into the dot! (Barbara Brown
Taylor, “Faith Matters: When the Well Runs Dry,” Christian
Century, February 26, 2008)

She continues: Now | show up with pockets full of heavy metal. |
can do three loads of laundry in just under an hour. While | am
waiting, | can also watch children playing under the folding
tables while their mothers catch up on the news. | can jokewith
the guy who does not know the first thing about how to fold a
fitted sheet. | can flirt with thelittle Latina girl who holds the
door for me when | take my clothes back to my car, although our
eye contact is the only common language we have.

When | first started showing up, some of the regulars could not
figure out what someone like me was doing there. The woman
who looks after the place started fishing by asking me where |
lived. | told her, and she said she had seen a lot of new people
since the drought. | could recognize most of them myself. One
woman stuck around just long enough for the wash cycle, telling
her pretty daughter to sit still and not touch anything. Then she
took her wet clothes back to her car to dry in her dryer at home.

Some of my friends feel sorry for me because | have to go to the
Laundromat, but | tell them not to. Not having enough water at
home has brought me into contact with people who do not have
enough of other things at home, and | am enjoying their
company. Everyweek now, | leave my place of private plenty, to
go to the common watering hole in town... | never really thought
about it before, but scarcity evokes community.

Oh my friends, how will we match our places of private plenty to
the places of scarcity? How will scarcity build community? My
hope...my prayer...isthat we will allow the living waters of
Jesus to spring up in us as individuals and as the body of Christ
so that others may be welcomed into and valued by the
community that gathers at this watering hole. That being the
case: <hold up bottle of water> “Cheers...for our history!”
“Salute...to thefuture!” “Down the hatch!” and “Here, herel ...
For those willing to share the good news in Samaria, to our

My hope...my prayer...isthat we will allow the liv-
ing waters of Jesusto spring up in usasindividu-
alsand asthe body of Christ so that others may be
welcomed into and valued by the community that
gathersat thiswatering hole.

neighbors wherever we may find them, and on this corner of the
Kingdom known as Baptist Church of the Covenant!”

Let us pray:

Oh Lord, we are grateful for the witnessing presence of Baptist
Church of the Covenant in our lives, for when our wells run dry,
we encounter Y our loving Presence and find that our hopeis
renewed, our joy is restored, and our spiritsrefreshed. Giveusa
vision for the future so that as Y ou well up within us, our
overflow will continue to grow a community that is faithful to
love one another even as 'Y ou have loved us.

Work with us, Lord, to be accepting of those whose
circumstances cause them to come to thiswell at inopportune
timesin order to hide
their shame or
embarrassment. Keep
us from shying away
from those who stand in
the bright sunlight,
boldly announcing their
presence among us. Do
not allow contentment
to settle over usaswe
gather and chat and aid those whom we have come to know at
this gathering place. Rather, keep us alive to the possibilities of
how grace can powerfully work through the smplest of questions
or smallest acts of kindness...like sharing a cup of water with
those who are thirsty.

We look to you, aswell, O God to satisfy our thirst for Your
Holy Presence within us. Accept our commitmentsto love Y ou,
worship You, and to seek after Y our Kingdom here on earth.

For we make this prayer in the name of Jesus, who continues to
tell us everything we ever did,

Amen.



