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World Water Day, the day chosen by the United Nations to encourage water conservation and the development of water resources, was actually three months ago. But any time is a good time to focus on this theme. This year's theme was Coping with Water Scarcity.

This service is taken largely from a service put together by Christian World Service in New Zealand .

Christian World Service and its partners in many developing countries, know how much the lack of water is contributing to poverty and sickness. The increased lack of rainfall is leading to chronic drought in many parts of the world and access to water is becoming a real source of conflict. It has been said the water will become the new gold that will spark war and conflict in many parts of the world in the coming decades.

Most of the earth's surface is water, but less than one percent is fresh water potentially available for human consumption and only 0.008% is actually available.

According to the United Nations, each person needs between 20 and 50 litres of clean water a day for drinking, cooking and cleaning, but a shocking 1.1 billion or one in six people miss out. Here in New Zealand , we consume over 300 litres a day per person, while a Masai person in Kenya uses 10 litres a day. Two out of every five people do not have adequate sanitation, and every 14 seconds, someone dies from the health effects of contaminated water. Eighty percent of diseases in the developing world are caused by contaminated water. And 20% of freshwater fish species have been pushed to the edge of extinction by contaminated water. Only 15% of the world's population (about one in seven people) have a tap in their home to provide clean drinking water. The rest of the world has to collect their water in buckets from wells or other sources, often long distances from their homes. The gulf between those who have safe water and adequate sanitation is the same gulf that separates the rich from the poor, the healthy from the sick, the secure from the vulnerable.

Some years ago, the General Assembly of the Presbyterian Church in Canada signed a Water Declaration and committed itself to a campaign called “Water: Life before profit”. The declaration, which has been signed by hundreds of thousands of Canadians to date states that Water is a sacred gift that connects all life; that access to clean water is a basic human right; that the value of the earth's fresh water to the common good takes priority over any possible commercial value; and that fresh water is a shared legacy, a public trust and a collective responsibility.

Water is a central symbol of life in the Biblical tradition, especially in a region of the world where there was little water. There were few streams in ancient Palestine , many of the springs and wells were unreliable and the people relied on the run-off from winter rains. The frequent references to water as a symbol of life are earthed in the experience of the people.

The story about Jesus meeting and conversing with a Samaritan woman at Jacob's well in the city of Sychar is one of the most intriguing of the gospel stories. In fact it is Jesus' longest-recorded conversation with anyone. Jesus chose to travel through Samaria in order to return to Galilee when other Jews may have travelled the long way round to avoid contact with their traditional enemies. The Samaritans were Jews who interbred with imported foreigners after the fall of Samaria to the Assyrians in 722 BC.

What happens at the well is an encounter between two needy people. Jesus is hot, tired and thirsty and is sitting by the well in the heat of the day when an unnamed Samaritan woman comes to draw water. Normally women drew water in the cool of the morning or evening and in company with other women. This woman, it seems, has been shunned by the other women, otherwise she would not come to the well at this time of day. For Jesus to talk to a woman in a public place was astonishing and it is clear the woman recognises this. Jesus would become unclean by drinking out of the same vessel as a Samaritan, according to the Pharisaic law.

But Jesus is alone in the heat of the noonday sun with no water. The woman who approaches the well may be a stranger and an enemy, but she holds the cup that can quench his thirst; the bucket that can draw water up from the well. Jesus needs to drink fresh water to live. The woman also needs a drink: she needs the fresh, living water of grace and truth that only Jesus can provide. These two strangers discover that they need each other. The woman is audacious and spars with him, reminding Jesus of what separates them. In their truth-telling, she experiences him as prophet and in turn she is acclaimed for speaking the word. In the breaking down of barriers, Jesus shows us a new way to learn about one another, learn the truth of one another and learn that we need one another. The water they offer each other, water that quenches the thirst of body and soul, holds the gift of life for all. Jesus also shows the woman that God transcends sex, race, tradition, place and liturgy. When the woman says to Jesus: “Sir give me a drink. Give me some of this living water, she is asking for something that everyone of us is asking –“give me something that will stay with me, that will keep me alive.

Last weekend, I attended the centenary conference of the Plunket Society in Dunedin , an inspiring occasion on many levels. How many here can claim to be a Plunket baby? Most of us in fact, if you were born in New Zealand .

During the conference, I heard several wonderful sermons. I was particularly struck by the address given by former manager of Christchurch Women's Prison Celia Lashlie. She is the author of the best-selling books The Journey to prison: who goes and why? and He'll be okay: growing gorgeous boys into good men . I had been wanting to hear her speak for a long time. 

She told stories about the women she got to know during her time as manager of the prison. One was of a 19-year-old woman who was in prison for murder. This woman came to her to ask her why she had decided to resign from the prison service.

But as Celia said “I sensed she wanted to tell me something. Eventually she told me that her mother had given her away at birth and when she was eleven, this mother had also said it would have been better if she [her daughter] had never been born. I was unsure how to respond but I said, very quietly, ‘It's not fair; no-one should have to hear those words'.

“My sense was that I had got it right. I had a 30-second opportunity to get it right, to be present with this woman, to listen to her story and avoid the temptation of telling her what to do. This woman began a journey at that moment. She went to an anger management programme and began to change her life. When people are allowed to make their own way to their own destinies, then things will change. What I did was to step into her circle and to see the moment from her point of view. If we do nothing else but stand in the 30-second moments with the people we meet, to be fully present with them, then the world will shift. Sometimes we will get it wrong and we should be able to recognise that.” 

Look out for those 30-second moments, Celia told us, listen to people and answer their questions with integrity. 

To me, there seems to be a parallel between this encounter between Jesus and the Samaritan woman and Celia Lashlie's encounter with the 19-year-old woman in prison for murder. Both women have been rejected by the society they live in. Celia did not stand in judgement of the woman or tell her how to change her life. She stood beside her, entered a sacred space of truth-telling and empowered that woman to make some new decisions about her life. Jesus did not tell the Samaritan woman how she could change her life. Instead he accepted her with such love and such grace that she is profoundly transformed. By the end of the conversation, she's left her water jar behind and is rushing into the very centre of the village, demanding to be heard by those who were once her tormentors. Jesus gave her the confidence to become his disciple, to have the courage to tell of her encounter with a man who understood all about her and who offered her the gift of eternal life. And she is heard; many believe in Jesus because of the woman's bold testimony.

One other speaker impressed me very much at the conference, a child psychologist from England , Hilton Davis. He spoke about the essence of helping others, the key being active listing, about being with people in their problems. “Without a relationship, you can't help someone,” he said. Once you understand someone's problem, they can then solve it. You need to believe in people, that they can change, that they can make a difference to their lives.

He concluded with this wonderful quote: “Suffering is not a question that demands an answer; it is not a problem that demands a solution; it is a mystery that demands a presence.”

I think he had identified the importance of the 30-second moment too.

