Words from the Cross:

I Thirst

John 19:


As we have listened to Jesus speak from the cross over these past several weeks, we have heard him move closer and closer to the heart of his mission, to the complete expression of God’s love for the people of the world.  He began by talking about forgiveness, then he invited a thief to come with him to Paradise.  He made sure that his mother would be cared for by his friend John.  All of these are statements that display the power and the strength that we have come to expect from the Son of God.  He is still in charge.  And then as he comes closer to death, we see him grow more and more vulnerable.  Not since he was a babe in his mother’s arms have we seen Jesus so vulnerable, so very human.  Last week when we heard him cry, my God my God, why have you forsaken me, we heard the suffering of one who has taken on the sin of the world, and who feels the awful result of that act—separation from God.  Now, today, he is the very picture of the one that Isaiah prophesied about:  He was despised and rejected by others; a man of suffering and acquainted with infirmity; and as one from whom others hide their faces he was despised, and we held him of no account.  Surely he has borne our infirmities and carried our diseases; yet we accounted him stricken, struck down by God, and afflicted.  But he was wounded for our transgressions, crushed for our iniquities; upon him was the punishment that made us whole, and by his bruises we are healed.  (53:3-5)


“I thirst,” Jesus said.  


I thirst.  Is there any cry more basic than that?  It’s the cry of every human being.  

Without water, we die, pure and simple.  And it doesn’t take long.  


No wonder that the idea of thirst has come to represent needs and desires that go well beyond the physical.  People thirst for knowledge, for achievement, for material goods, for entertainment, in my case for fishing, for peace, for love and acceptance.  But no matter how people may label their quest, at the heart of it all, it is a thirst for God that drives them.  We were created in the image of God; we were created for God.  Because of that, we have a thirst that can only be quenched by God.   As St. Augustine said, “our hearts are restless till they rest in thee.”  


The problem, as we well know, is that many times people do not recognize what will truly quench this thirst.  So, they try everything but God, and end up in despair.   Many times, people simply give up.  


It’s a little bit like what happened to the gardener who had great pride in taking care of his lawn.  But one year, all it would grow was dandelions.  He tried every possible method and product to try to get rid of them, but nothing worked. Finally, in desperation, he called the Department of Agriculture, and outlined everything he had done.  “What shall I try next?” he wrote.  “Try getting used to them,” came the reply.  (Illustrations unlimited, 12)  


Try getting used to them.  Give it up.  Nothing will work.  That’s where many people end up in their search for meaning, for love, for contentment.  


The woman whom we know as the Woman at the Well is a great picture of that particular state of being. (Sat only:  Do you remember that story?)  Like most people, she thirsted for intimacy, for family, for love and acceptance.  And I suspect she tried her best to get it.  Tried at least five times.  Because that’s how many times she was married.  And that’s how many times she was rejected.  I can be pretty confident in saying that she was rejected five times, rather than that she dumped five husbands, because of the divorce laws of the day.  Women had very little say in a divorce proceeding, but a man could divorce his wife by saying “I divorce you.”  Five times she had tried to find love and acceptance.  Five times, she had failed.  So she decided to get used to the dandelions.  Give up on marriage and simply move in with a sixth man.  Give up on trying to explain it to her neighbors and family.  So rather than going to the well early in the morning or late in the evening when other people would be there, she went at high noon, when the rest of the townspeople would be resting in the shade somewhere.  


Have you gotten used to the dandelions in your own life?   Have you given up on an important search—the search for meaning, the search for purpose, the search for love?  


Consider this:  if you give up, you will deprive the world (and yourself) of something very important.


In 1902 the poetry editor of The Atlantic Monthly returned a sheaf of poems to a twenty-eight-year-old poet with this curt note:  “Our magazine has no room for your vigorous verse.”  The poet was Robert Frost.  In 1905 the University of Bern turned down a Ph.D. dissertation as being irrelevant and fanciful.  The young physics student who wrote the dissertation was Albert Einstein.  In 1894, the rhetoric teacher at Harrow in England wrote on a sixteen-year-old’s report card, “a conspicuous lack of success.”  The sixteen-year-old was Winston Churchill.  (ibid., 155)  In 1959, a high school graduate told his parents he wanted to go into the ministry.  They scoffed at him, and said it was foolish.  He should go into business instead.  His name was Ed Hamilton.  


If you give up now, what will the world lose?  What will you lose?  Instead of getting used to the dandelions, it’s far better to continue the search for a better weed killer.  


Better yet, follow the search all the way to its intended end.  That is, recognize that your thirst is truly a thirst for God.  


The good news for the Woman at the Well (us too) is that Jesus came to her.  Jesus did not wait for her to find him.  Anyone else in the world would have left this woman alone.  Let her stay isolated, stay alienated.  She was a Samaritan, he was a Jew.  She was a woman, he was a man (which in those days was a big deal).  He was a rabbi, and rabbis don’t talk to women about theology.  But Jesus stepped across all of the rejection barriers that the world had created as well as the very personal ones that she herself had built, and he brought her what he called “living water.”  That is, himself.  The one who quenches the thirst in the soul.  

Jesus came to her.  Jesus accepted her.  Loved her.  And in that act, he revealed what is the other side of the coin in terms of thirst.  You and I thirst for God.  But did you know that God thirsts for you as well?    


“I thirst,” Jesus said.    Not just for water.  Not just to restore my own intimacy with God.  I thirst for you.  The thirst in my soul is to complete my mission so that your thirst will be quenched as well.  

Margaret Bullit-Jonas says that “God longs for us even more than we long for God, and our very longing for God, our thirst for a genuine, heartfelt connection with the divine is itself a sign that God is stirring within us.  On the cross, God gives up everything for us because words alone will not suffice.  Through God’s ultimate act of self-giving, God discloses that we are the pearl of great price. . .[here is the best part] To God we are infinitely desirable, however absurd, astonishing—or wondrous—that fact may seem.”  (p. 68) To God we are infinitely desirable.  


“I thirst,” Jesus said.  That cry is the cry of every human heart.  And it is the cry of God reaching out to the ones for whom he is dying.   


The question that we might rightfully ask about all this is why does it have to be so painful to come to this point?  Like the woman at the well, so often people come to the point of desperation before they figure out that they have been trying to quench their thirst with poison.  Why couldn’t it be a little easier?     


When God created us, God gave us a very precious but somewhat hazardous gift.  It’s the ability to make choices.  From the beginning God has wanted to be in relationship with us.  Wanted us to be faithful and obedient and loving followers.  But God doesn’t want robots, God wants real people.  So God created us with the freedom to choose.  And that’s what people do.  We choose.    


When we feel strong and self-sufficient, we will most likely continue to fill our lives with other things and hope they will do the trick.  But when we begin to understand how empty and dry we really are, our broken hearts are ready to be filled with God’s living water.   


A rabbi was teaching a class Deuteronomy 6:6—“And these words, which I command the this day, shall be upon thy heart.”  “Why is it said this way?” a student asked.  “Why are we not told to place them in our heart?”  The rabbi answered that it is not within human power to place God’s teachings directly in the heart.  “All that we can do,” he said,  “is place them on the surface of the heart so that when the heart breaks they will drop in.”  (ibid. 12)
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