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Mid-week Lent 3 ~ March 7, 2007

“I AM the Living Water.  I AM the Messiah”


The text for today is John 4, 7:

Grace, mercy, and peace to you from God the Father and our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ!


How many of you are familiar with 3D movies?  They’re the ones you have to watch wearing special 3D glasses, where, at least in theory, it seems like you’re right in the middle of the action.  Somebody throws something and it feels like it’s going to come right at you through the movie screen.  


One of the first movies that came out in 3D was “The House of Wax.”  I’m talking about the classic 1953 version with Vincent Price, not the 2005 remake with Paris Hilton.  “The House of Wax” was about a man who owned a wax museum.  The museum caught on fire.  Heat and flames are not exactly on friendly terms with wax, so as you might guess, all of his figurines of famous characters melted down.


The man was horribly disfigured in the inferno himself, so he made his own wax mask to cover the damage.  He put that mask on and then he began looking like he used to or something close to it.  As he began rebuilding his house of wax, the man looked at the people who would come to visit.  When he found someone who he thought looked like his impression of a historical figure, he would kill that person, coat the body with wax, and put it in his museum.


One day a young lady came to visit.  She recognized her missing friend on display and realized something terrible was going on.  When she confronted the man, he tried to seize her.  In self-defense, she swung at the man and smashed his mask.  And, as it fell away, she saw his terribly disfigured face.  


In a sense, that is what Jesus is doing in our lesson today.  He is taking off a mask from each one of us.  Of course, He does it much more gently.  This Samaritan woman visits pleasantly with this Jewish man—something that is not socially appropriate in that time period—and then, as she talks with Him, He takes off her mask.  Jesus helps her realize that He knows who she really is.  She’s not just a nice, pleasant woman.  She is a woman who has had a lot of trouble and maybe even made a lot of trouble.  Behind her smile, she hides five marriages and the fact that she is living with someone right now who is not her husband.


But there’s a way in which Jesus does that.  As He takes off her mask and lets her see what is beneath it, He does not scream and run away in terror.  He loves her.  He takes time to share the living water that brings healing, wholeness, and a fresh start.  Jesus does not come looking for nice people with nice faces and nice lives whom He can select—He comes for those who wear masks.


This also brings to mind a story from an old episode of Rod Serling’s Twilight Zone.  Early one morning, a man buys a newspaper.  As the man flips the coin into the coin box, the coin stands on its edge.  The odds of such a thing happening are astronomical.  But not as strange as the result.  As the coin stands on its edge all day, the man is able to read people’s minds.  The whole day he hears people verbalizing one thing, but he can read their real thoughts.


Now you might think that it would be a real neat thing to be able to read minds.  But the man finds out such power has a huge downside.  He is absolutely distraught by the end of the day because here are these nice people, smiling, saying nice, pleasant things, but down deep they are thinking and saying to themselves very horrendous things about him and about others.  Deep inside the recesses of their minds, the man finds horrible ugliness and scarring far, far worse than the physical disfigurement of the owner of the house of wax. 


As he walks home that evening, the man buys another newspaper and flips another coin into the box, knocking down the coin that has been standing on its edge all day.  He gets bawled out for that by the man who was selling the newspapers, but his terrible ability to read minds goes away.


But not so with our Lord.  He can always read what is being thought and lived.  He can always see what is under the mask.  Our Lord is One who comes to take off our masks.  It may not be the mask of the five husbands and another who is not married to you.  But Jesus comes to take off our masks.  He comes to look past what is on the surface, to look down into the heart, to read what’s in the mind.


We all wear masks, trying to hide what’s really going on inside our hearts and mind.  And we can do that… for a little while.  We can live one life in our heart and a different life out in the open.  We can do that until we come face to face with our Lord.  He is not One who only walks at our side, unaware of what is really going on.  We cannot try to wear a mask next to Him and say: “I hope my life, as I live it externally, is one that will please the Lord and get Him to love me.”


When Jesus is with us, there is a different reality.  Here is One who, as He walks with us, can read what is really going on inside.  He can read the frustration that we have with other people.  He can read our self-centeredness which focuses on all the times when we think we have been misheard and misused and not loved after we’ve tried so hard.


He is the One who can take off all those masks and all of those things and yet say He loves us.  He is the One who comes to take off the mask and to read the heart so that finally we recognize that we need Him.  All of the pleasant moralizing that people do about trying to live a nice life—trying to be good—trying to appreciate other people, is all of a sudden exposed.  

People who in their daily lives think that they are nice and kind and courteous will often say, “I live a good Christian life.”  But Jesus wants to bring us to a point in our “good Christian life” when we say: “I, a poor, miserable sinner, cannot help what I am and I need help from outside.”  It is at that point, Jesus says: “I AM the Living Water.  I am the One who gives life-giving water.”  

Way back in the Old Testament, Ezekiel had a vision that when God would come to rule, waters would flow out of the temple and would fill the whole valley down below the city of Jerusalem. 

Jesus says to this Samaritan woman, “That’s what I’m here for.  I am here to pour living water over your disfigured faces with the masks off.  I am here to pour living water down deep into your minds and into your hearts.  I am here to help you recognize that I can help and that I will help you.  I am here to take off your mask and read what’s disfigured in your heart, because then you can say: ‘Lord, have mercy!’  Then you can tell it like it really is… instead of pretending to be something you’re not… instead of covering everything up.”


And so Jesus says that He comes to give that water of life—that water that gives the Spirit which made Adam and Eve alive and which makes us alive again in Holy Baptism.  The Christ, the Messiah, the One who was anointed to go and suffer in place of those He represents as the disfigured One.  He takes the sins of this Samaritan woman onto Himself as He loves her and opens to her His Father’s love.  He was the One who is to be treated as if He Himself harbored hatred against God and others, suspicion against God, and would be found out and unmasked.  


But He who suffers our consequences comes forth to a new life on Easter morning and lets the waters of life poured into Him come out from Him and upon us.  That is how we who are disfigured by sin become washed and lovely.


Therefore, we as Christians are the only ones who can really tell it like it is.  We can see that a special washing is needed to become pure and holy and lovely.  We can acknowledge what is really behind the mask.  After all, our Lord already knows the real us, better than we can, will, or would actually ever want to admit to knowing.  And so, we can really acknowledge to our Lord what is down deep in our hearts, even if we are afraid to acknowledge it to our spouse or our best friend.  We can say, “Lord, now you know me, please help me.”


In the water and Word of Holy Baptism, Christ’s exchanges His righteousness for our sin.  We confess our sins corporately in each worship service and receive public absolution with all the other sinner who have gather with us.  If our conscious is plagued with a particular sin or sins, we can go to our pastor and privately confess our sins and receive absolution, fully assured that his forgiveness is Christ’s forgiveness.  In the Lord’s Supper, our Savior gives us His very body and blood for the forgiveness of our sins and to strengthen us for Christian living and service.  In each of these means of grace, we are healed and renewed. 


Jesus stayed with that woman and the others in her village for those two days.  He helped them realize that His unmasking them is not so they can crawl and be ashamed, but so that they can come to Him and receive life and know that He is the one foundation.  


He is the One who, in the new water, anoints us and brings us into a new relationship with God, one which is not based solely on that disfigured face and those sinful, rebellious thoughts, but one which is filled now by the beautiful face that comes from being healed by Him and restored, that comes from a heart which also can have good and love come out of it because God dwells within us.


So we can go forth this day, knowing that we are not disfigured, we are not just people whose thoughts and words are against God.  We can go forth as those people who enjoy saying, “This is my Messiah—This is my Christ—This is the One Who has made me alive.”


May God help us to truly confess our sin each day.  May we boldly confess our faith in the Messiah, the One who removes our masks, pours the water over us, and gives us new faces which reflect His new life.  And may we be equipped to share the gentleness of our Savior’s love, so that others also will yearn to hear more about that Good News we hear each week: “You are forgiven of all of your sins in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.”  Amen.


Now may the peace of God that passes all understanding guard your hearts and minds in Christ Jesus unto life everlasting.  Amen. 

