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Sermon for the 3rd Sunday in Lent: Exodus 17:1-7 
Erica Olson-Bang, Ph.D. 
 
“But there was no water for the people to drink.” 
 
We experience fresh water as readily available to us. We turn on the tap, and there we go. All the 
clean, fresh water that we could possibly need. We take this for granted, hardly giving it a 
thought.   
 
Fresh water is so abundant in Central New York. We’re surrounded by beautiful, pristine lakes, 
full of fresh water. The water that comes into my home comes straight from Skaneateles Lake. A 
lake so clean that the water flowing through our faucets from the lake isn’t even filtered. A 
resource so abundant that our family of four--using this water for drinking, showers, flushing, 
dishwashing, and all--probably uses 400 gallons a day, but only pays 65 cents a day for all that 
water.  
 
I try to impress on my daughters how precious this water is, reminding them that it comes from 
Skaneateles Lake, and that we love that lake. But as you can imagine, the very obvious appeal of 
repeatedly turning on the sink faucet and unnecessarily flushing the toilet is proving too enticing 
for a one-year old to resist.  
 
Perhaps, like me, you have spent time in parts of the world where fresh water is much more 
arduously obtained. I spent a summer in Northern Guatemala when I was in college. While we 
were staying in the small town of Playa Grande, there was running municipal water for a mere 
45 minutes a day--though it was not safe for drinking, of course. We scheduled ourselves so that 
someone would be home to collect the water in large tubs during that window of time, to be used 
for flushing and washing throughout the course of the day. If more water was needed, it had to 
be drawn from a well. While there, we were tasked with washing our own clothes by hand, which 
I proved to be quite bad at. Drinking water, of course, had to be purchased and lugged home. 
Other days we stayed in villages that didn’t have any running water at all. Water was drawn from 
wells, and the washing of people and clothes happened in the river. Drinking water needed to be 
boiled over wood-burning stoves and always had a strong smoked smell, which even powdered 
orange Tang couldn’t quite cover up.  
 
In spite of our perceived abundance, water scarcity is a significant and growing global issue. The 
UN estimates that one-fifth of the world’s population lives in areas of physical water scarcity, 
like deserts. Another one-quarter of the world’s population experiences lack of access to water, 
even though theoretically there is water that could be accessed in the area. Moreover, water use 
has been growing at twice the rate of population growth, so this problem will continue to grow.  
 
Perceived abundance in the face of scarcity has led us to be careless with this precious resource, 
needed to sustain our lives, and the lives of all creatures around us. I drive by Onondaga Lake in 
Syracuse most days. An amazing lake, seat of the Haudenosaunee people (the Iroquois people, 
as they are also called), now terribly polluted by the industries that were built up along the lake 
over the last hundred years. Most egregiously, chlorine was produced in the factories that still 
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stand along the southeast shore of the lake, with the mercury byproduct dumped directly into 
the water. A cleanup project has been underway for decades, but it is proving much more 
difficult to clean the water than it was to dirty it.  

 
Our false experience of the limitless nature of water makes it hard for us to empathize with the 
fears of the Israelites wandering in the desert: thirsting for water and complaining against 
Moses. Commentators have historically focused on what they considered to be the “faithlessness 
of the Israelites,” but I find this reading to be rather uncharitable--a reading rooted in our 
inability to imagine ourselves into that place of scarcity and thirst, with perhaps with a dash of 
antisemitism thrown in as well. Indeed, we have not reacted to the sudden run on Purell so 
differently than the Hebrews have reacted to their water shortage.   
 
Before we too quickly dismiss the Israelites for their lack of faith, perhaps we should remember 
that they were faithful enough to follow God out of Egypt, across the sea, and into the desert in 
the first place.  
They had already experienced, first-hand, God making bitter water sweet and giving them 
Manna to eat in the desert. And though their faith had brought them so far, it faltered here in 
the desert when their water ran out. They were afraid for their lives. Admittedly, I too lose 
confidence in God over and over again, even though I have seen God’s hand at work in my life, 
and I’m not even standing out in a desert with no water.  
 
In this instance, God, like an exasperated parent, hauled the Israelites out to a rock at Horeb to 
show them that there was water there all along, there in the desert, though they couldn’t see it. 
To show them that God was there with them all along, there in the desert, though they could not 
see him. God even said to Moses, “I will be standing there in front of you on the rock at Horeb.”  
 
Imagine this moment as one of a number of theophanies in the book of Exodus, one of a number 
of moments in which God appears, physically, to the Israelites: God in the burning bush, God in 
the cloud descending upon Mount Sinai, God in the water from the rock. I wonder if this could 
be an image of God for us to hold on to in difficult times. An image particularly suited to this 
time of Lent: God is the one who brings water from the rock in a time of great thirst.  
 
As Moses struck the rock, water flowed out of it, and the people drank. God had come through 
for them once again--though, of course, this won’t be the last time they doubt.  
 
The line at the end of this text caught my attention in particular because of its striking question: 
“[Moses] called the place Massah and Meribah, because the Israelites quarreled and tested the 
LORD, saying, ‘Is the LORD among us or not?’"  
 
"Is the LORD among us or not?" This is the question of faith.  

 
I don’t know if you noticed during the readings earlier, but the lectionary pulls together four 
readings today, all making use of water imagery, all with the same message: God is the source of 
water in a desperately thirsty world.  
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The Psalm today specifically mentions the story of the Israelites’ desperate need for water at 
Massah and Meribah. Saying, just before: “In God’s hand are the depths of the earth; the 
heights of the mountains are his also. The sea is his, for he made it, and the dry land, which his 
hands have formed.” God is creator of all, the source of all the world’s water. 
 
The Epistle, more obliquely, reminds us that “God's love has been poured into our hearts 
through the Holy Spirit,” developing this image of God’s love as water pouring into our lives.  
 
In today’s Gospel, Jesus meets a Samaritan woman at Jacob’s well--a place where Jacob had met 
another woman, Rachel. Their conversation, unsurprisingly, turns to water. The woman, a little 
bit of an intellectual, I think, poses a number of philosophical questions to Jesus, including 
“Where do you get...living water?” 
 
Jesus responded: “those who drink of the water that I will give them will never be thirsty. The 
water that I will give will become in them a spring of water gushing up to eternal life.”  
 
This imagery strikingly replicates the imagery of Exodus, of living water flowing freely in the 
middle of the desert. Of Jesus as the giver of streams of living water, standing in for the God of 
the water from the rock.  

 
"Is the LORD among us or not?" This is the question of faith.  
 
The Israelites are so focused on their own scarcity. And to be fair, they were facing real need! 
Waterless in the desert! How could they survive? In their anxiety (however understandable), 
they underestimated God’s abundance. I, too, regularly find myself so tied up in anxieties of my 
own, that I forget that God is abundant. That God is abundance.  
 
For all of us, like the Israelites, there is water there, though we can’t always see it. God, in his 
abundance, is with us all along, even in our deserts. God is the one who brings water from the 
rock in times of great thirst.  
 
So in this time of great anxiety, we ask ourselves once again: Is God among us or not? If our 
answer is yes, however tentative, then may we have faith to live as if this were true. Amen.  


