HOMILY FOR THE THIRD SUNDAY OF LENT, YEAR A

CONVERSION AND COMMITMENT

  In the readings of today the Church invites us to reflect on the river-like experience which true conversion gives.   Both the first reading and the gospel use ‘water’ to describe this experience.  As a life-giving substance, water is very necessary for the survival of anything that has life.   As such, the lack of it means the absence of life.  This goes to tell us the situation the Israelites find themselves on their way from Egypt to the Promised Land when they experienced a great thirst due to lack of water.   They nearly stone Moses until to show his love, God commanded water from the rocks through his servant Moses, for the Israelites to quench their thirst.   Here, God gives a foretaste of what he is yet to accomplish through Jesus Christ.

In the gospel, to the woman who is thirsty and goes to the well day by day to fetch water, God reveals to her the living water which wells up to eternal life in any one who drinks it.   As the story goes, Jesus comes to this well to ask for some water to drink from a Samaritan woman who refuses to grant his request because of an age long hostility between the Jews and Samaritans.  Jesus in return tells her of a living water which he can give if she can recognize the gift of God and asks for it from him.  Because this woman has a thirst, and comes to the well day by day without an end to her thirst, she offers to be given the living water.  But she has got to empty herself of the water of enjoyment she already soaks with her concubine.   The living water is spiritual and requires a spiritual disposition proper to its reception.   This living water is the love of Christ which St. Paul says in the second reading will be given to believers.   “The love of God has been poured into our hearts through the Holy Spirit that has been given to us” (Rom. 5:5).

From the discussion, we can see the grumbling of the Israelites on their way to the Promised Land as coming from a people who do not know God.  We can also see the Samaritan woman as one who is religious but lacks conversion.    She could be said to be religious Jew who participates in the Temple prayers but never involved or not committed.  In our own time we can see her as one who receives Communion but not the Eucharistic Lord, one who enjoys eating and drinking but lacks satisfaction.   Such Christians exhibit certain characteristics in the practice of the faith that operate on the physical level and reveal itself in double standard of living; using the standard of the world to judge spiritual matters.   Hence to experience the living water, Jesus demands that she puts certain things in order. 

            We can learn a lot from this interplay.  First and foremost, Jesus wants us to realize that a sinner has unsatisfied thirst, a hollow, a yearning, a desire in his or her life that requires to be filled up with God’s grace.  This is so because we are created in the image of God, and we are restless until we rest in God – St. Augustine.  When this thirst is there, some think they can satisfy it through eating, drinking, drugs, marriage, friendship, etc.  It is this hollow which drives the Samaritan woman from one husband to another.  She is at the sixth husband when Jesus meets her.  This is a problem that can never be satisfied physically but spiritually. The story here is that the Samaritan woman has not only a thirst for water which brings her to the well but at the same time an inner thirst which takes her from one marriage to another.  Jesus who comes to seek and to save those who are lost, comes to this well, not necessarily to ask for some water to drink as the story purports to say, but has a thirst to save her by disposing her to conversion.

  

            For the woman to receive the living water, she shows need for it, she proves she is thirsty.  This is the message of Lent which the Church makes present in the use of dry trees, lifeless gravels and wet less objects in her liturgical decorations this season - a symbolism which reminds us of our empty state that yearns for the divine moisture.  As yet the symbolism is far from being realized by most Christians since the Lent started.  Most are yet too full of themselves, full of materialism, hostility, prostitution, prejudice, etc.  What we must know is that sin and grace can never inhabit together.  When our   practice of the faith is thus exercised, it leaves no place for God to operate.    Like the woman Jesus is calling us to go and bring out the things (your husband) that fill our life and activities and make it impossible to receive God.

            Again, the Lord wants us to be fully converted this Lent, the kind in which the converted becomes an evangelizer.  This is the central message we can gain from the woman’s testimony to the villagers.  Here the woman receives the message, becomes converted and in the power of this experience she becomes an evangelizer, and goes about inviting the villagers to come and see Jesus so that they too may have same river-like joy experience of conversion.  The villagers also receive the message and allow it to permeate their lives.  As they testify: ”It is no longer because of what you (woman) said that we believe, for we have heard for ourselves, and we know that this is truly the Savior of the world.” (John 4:42).

 This is what it means to experience conversion that leads to commitment.   When a Christian has accepted by faith the person of Jesus Christ as the one Lord, and has given him complete adherence by sincere conversion of heart, he or she endeavors to know better this Jesus to whom he has entrusted himself.   This kind of commitment is non-existent in most Christians today.  This is what is responsible for the gap between faith and practice among Christians.   As John Paul II puts it in Catechesi Tradendae (19,20), “When one discovers Christ in an intimate personal relationship, there arises an urge to tell others about Christ.  It is like discovering a great treasure; one feels impulsively to share it with others (Phil 3:8-10; Acts 4:12).

            Lent is an effort to bring you to be involved in what you have been told about the faith.  By participating you come to know Him personally and then discover the need to break with sin.  This will open a new door of joy that comes from the His presence in your life.  The joy that wells for eternal life is possessed; not heard or read.  Lent calls us to lift Jesus from our Prayer book, Bible and the sacramental to our life and allow Him to influence our actions and personality so that we can experience the down pour of grace which is living and alive.  

           

