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every day, but certainly frequently there comes the prayer, “How long, O Lord?” When will my

suffering end? How much patience can one person have? Haven't | brought this concern to you
already, God, perhaps even many times? And still no answer? Still no solution? We read the account
of the thirsty Israelites in the desert, and even though the book of Exodus presents them as virtually
always complaining, if God
had led me to the middle of
the wilderness, and | needed
water, | can guarantee you
that my prayers would center
on water, and with a very
impatient edge. In the argot
of the popular culture, 1 feel
the thirsty Israelites’ pain.

I t's so easy to complain to God. In fact, God invites it. For any of us who pray often, perhaps not

So God instructed Moses to
strike the stone and water
gushed forth, and everybody
had their fill. But, as Exodus
continued, this was not the
last time that God would
William Holman Hunt, “Cornfield at Ewell,” 1849, oil on board painting, Tate hear the complaints of the
Gallery, London Israelites. Repeatedly the
people turned to God, and repeatedly their prayers were edgy, even hostile. Sometimes God
addressed the nation’s prayers and gave them what they wanted; other times—not so much. And so
it continues till this very day: this give and take between God and us, in the context of prayer,
oftentimes uttered with exhaustion and exasperation. Our prayers sound like, “When, O when, dear
God, are yougoing to get to the stuff on my list. I'm still waiting. Still waiting.” Our prayers become
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what some couples call their “Honey-do” lists: Honey, do this, and Honey, do that, and Honey,
here’s another thing that’s on my mind that needs to be done—preferably by yesterday.” God
becomes our “Honey-do.”

I say all of that as a very long introduction into our long gospel reading from John. This
conversation that Jesus has with the Samaritan woman is the longest dialogue that we find between
Jesus and anyneelse in all of scripture. Jesus has his most in-depth discussion with a woman, a
Samaritan woman at that, and someone who couldn’t even come to the well to fetch water when the
other women did, in the morning, because she was notorious, with her five husbands, and her live-in
boyfriend whom she hadn’t even bothered marrying.

One of the reasons that | have spent the last few minutes talking about prayer is that | have every
confidence that by husband three, this woman’s prayers to God about her significant relationships
must have taken on that urgency, that impatience, maybe even a note of self-pity, “Please God, can’t
this one be the one!? Can’t this one stick around? Can’t this one work out?” And now, she’s three
men later, consigned to hauling water in the hot midday sun. And she meets another man—another
man—at the well who wants to talk gibberish with her about living water and never thirsting again.
She talked with him, sure—probably Jesus was the first person outside of her own household who'd
had a civil conversation with her in an age, even though he didn’t make much sense. It wasn’t until
he told her so much about herself, so much that was public knowledge to everyone except some
Galilean stranger, that he caught her attention.

She was so dumbfounded and excited both, that she hurried back into the village to tell everyone
about this strange man at the well, that she left her precious water jug behind her at the well,
something no woman of the ancient world would have done, even someone who'd lost so many
husbands along the way. The villagers listened to her and hurried to meet Jesus themselves, to see
first hand who this wandering rabbi was that had the gift of prophecy, and fortune-telling, besides.

Then, in ambled the apostles to this scene, who'd been busy at the market, and all they could think
about was eating. And this is the part of the story I want us to take note of this morning because |
believe that Jesus is speaking down through the ages to us modern Christians. He talks about
harvesting and reaping. He makes a particular—even peculiar—distinction between sowing and
reaping that we should not let ourselves easily pass over us. In most regards, we believe that sowing
and harvesting are part of the same process, and in most instances, undertaken by the same person.
In fact, we've all heard the saying, “You harvest what you sow,” and we've internalized this truth to
the extent that Jesus’ observation should sound strange to us. For Jesus tears apart the sowing and
the reaping, and assigns the tasks to different folk. I think the reason that Jesus did that was because
Jesus had a point of view that spanned across ages, while most of the rest of us are focused on a
single growing season, something less than a full year.

The teaching that I think Jesus wants us to understand is that oftentimes the harvest takes longer
than that. I think that is particularly true for us in a congregation setting. For example, we are here
today worshiping in a building we did not build. In fact, that is something that congregations
devoutly wish—that their history will span generations, and the fruit that a previous people—our
forebears—planted may be ready for picking only just now, or even sometime in the future, beyond
us. Itis vital that we understand that we are sowing today for a harvest that we may not even live to
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see. Jesus understood what we frequently overlook, and that is in life—and certainly in
congregations—some sow and others reap, and the process may be such a long one, that the reapers
may have even lost sight of those who sowed. We who sow today may need to focus on our sowing,
in blind faith that the harvest will be brought in by those who follow us—persons whom we can
never know, perhaps at a time so far off into the future, it’s almost indeterminate.

This is where my opening reflections on prayers of complaint come in. It’s very easy to complain
that our sowing is in vain. It's easy to look around us, and rather than seeing a world—a
community—ripe for harvest, we see a barren field. It's even easy to complain that it’s not ours to
harvest because it's not even our field because we didn’t plant it. Who is this God who expects us to
reap what we did not sow? I think Jesus is telling us this morning to never complain. There are fields
aplenty to reap, and if we can’t see the harvest that surrounds us, perhaps we need to look
differently. Perhaps we need to see fruit where now we only see barrenness.

And perhaps we need to make sure that we’re sowing something for the future—a bounty that will
be for others to harvest. Perhaps Jesus wants to teach us to see the harvest the way that God does:
spanning the generations, where some sow and others reap, and still others sow again. “Look
around,” Jesus tells us. “See how the fields are ripe for harvesting. The reaper ... is gathering fruit for
eternal life, so that sower and reaper may rejoice together.” So that we allmay rejoice together.
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