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SUMMARY
What can you do when you have water in your well, but the pump is not deep enough to draw it up?

AT A GLANCE
In the ancient world, finding water and providing it to the inhabitants of a city or country was no easy task. Accessing water usually required digging a well and a means of withdrawing the water. Only then could one experience the joy of living water, that is, water that kept you alive.

ALTERNATE READINGS
For material based on today’s gospel text, see “Situational Awareness,” November 14, 2010. 

“With joy you will draw water from the wells of salvation.” This verse is a phrase of profound poetic power, redolent of romance, happiness, comfort and security. Read it carefully a second time: “With joy … you will draw water … from the wells … of salvation.” It’s a snapshot of the history of salvation, or at the very least, the story of a satisfying relationship between loved ones. The verse is a picture of domestic tranquility. Here, in this home or place, is a deep sense of peace and fulfillment. 
In ancient Israel, wells were not only important — they were critical for survival. Having a well or cistern in their own courtyard was a pipe dream for most Israelites. Indeed, many towns had only one well to serve the inhabitants, and it was outside the city gates. It was like a public utility. We take power and water for granted. While some of us might have generators to produce electricity, or even a well for water, most people, especially in urban areas, rely on the “well outside the city gates,” that is, power plants and water systems.
Sometimes a spring was located within the city, as in the case of Jericho. The Assyrian king once tempted Judah to surrender during a siege by saying to the inhabitants of Jerusalem, “Do not let [King] Hezekiah deceive you, for he will not be able to deliver you out of my hand … Make your peace with me and come out to me; then every one of you will eat from your own vine and your own fig tree, and drink water from your own cistern” (2 Kings 18:29, 31, emphasis added). 
Still, some of the ancient Judahites dug their own wells. God tells the prophet Jeremiah, “For my people have committed two evils: they have forsaken me, the fountain of living water, and dug out cisterns for themselves, cracked cisterns that can hold no water (Jeremiah 2:13). What are the “two evils”? First, they forsook God, “the fountain of living water,” and second, they dug cracked cisterns, thereby giving God a metaphor for their faithlessness. 
They ditched God — a big, big mistake. Then they gave God a graphic tool — cracked cisterns — to both confirm and describe their idiocy. 
Jeremiah’s reference here to “living water” draws us to John 4 and the account of Jesus’ conversation with the Samaritan woman at Jacob’s well. She’s astonished that Jesus has approached the well, ostensibly to satisfy his thirst, yet has nothing with which to retrieve the water! Something’s fishy; it doesn’t add up. “Sir, you have no bucket, and the well is deep. Where do you get that living water?” (John 4:11). 
With this as context, let’s now address the text and start digging. The text is verse 3: “With joy you will draw water from the wells of salvation.” Our excavation begins with a look at types of wells, then moves to the question of depth, and concludes with a discussion of bucket problems.

Types of Wells
The two most common wells are drilled and dug wells. People who need a well today usually have it drilled using a cable tool or a rotary-drilling device. Drilled wells can go more than 1,000 feet deep. 
Drilled wells, however, were not possible until the modern era. Before drilling technology came along, wells were dug by hand. According to wellowner.org, these wells were “lined with stones, bricks, tile, or other material to prevent collapse, and [were] covered with a cap of wood, stone, or concrete tile.”
But dug wells are not without problems. They aren’t too deep — certainly not a thousand feet, except for the 1,285-foot-deep Woodingdean Water Well near Brighton in the U.K. Dug wells are vulnerable to surface contamination; and they might also go dry “during periods of drought if the water table drops below the well bottom.”
But there were pluses in the ancient world. Just having water at all was huge. If an enemy could control the water supply, he could lay siege to a city and soon claim victory. This is what the Assyrian general, Rabshakeh, intended to do in his conflict against the Judean king, Hezekiah (see 2 Kings 18). It’s no surprise that a city valued and guarded its water supply regardless of the depth of the well.
Another plus was that a well promoted civic pride and conversation. Wells became meeting points where networking, political and civic conversations took place, as in the case of Jesus and the woman at the well in Samaria (see John 4). A well was also a hangout for guys looking for girls, believing they might meet that “special someone” if they had the right approach. Such was the case of Abraham’s unnamed servant (probably Eliezer) of Genesis 24, who found Isaac’s future bride, Rebekah, at a well. Using the pickup line, “Please let me sip a little water from your jar,” he got a conversation going that was ultimately responsible for the birth of the 12 sons of Israel, and indeed, a nation (Genesis 24:17). Eliezer’s mission was a huge success. “With joy,” he had drawn “water from the wells of salvation” (v. 3).

How Deep Is Your Well?
The depth of one’s well is important. Depth is a metaphor for the spiritual wellness and health of the soul. 
The wells of our text in Isaiah must be deep. This is implied by the joyous gratitude expressed in verses 4-6: “And you will say on that day: Give thanks to the Lord, call on his name; make known his deeds among the nations; proclaim that his name is exalted. Sing praises to the Lord, for he has done gloriously; let this be known in all the earth. Shout aloud and sing for joy, O royal Zion, for great in your midst is the Holy One of Israel.”
Heady stuff. If you had wells that were giving you clean and pure water, you’d probably be singing with joy, too.
If we apply this to our spiritual lives, going deep is something that we prefer to do. A shallow well is not what we’re looking for. Shallow and wide is not good; deep and narrow is better. A deep, drilled well reaches water that is cool and pure, and it’s not likely to fail.
Deep is better than shallow. To describe someone as shallow is not a compliment. Only children splash around in the shallow end of the pool. 
How do you know if you’re a shallow person? According to A Conscious Rethink blog, and other sources, you might be shallow if you: 
· think appearance is everything,
· think status is more important than people,
· bail on a commitment if something better comes along,
· do a lot of trash-talking and gossiping,
· are into your toys and stuff,
· are super-into selfies,
· are constantly seeking validation,
· won’t commit unless you see how it benefits you, 
· have trouble dealing with serious stuff,
· are into superficial things,
· are materialistic,
· don’t like listening and, in fact, you’re a terrible listener,
· love the limelight, and
· don’t know the meaning of “altruism.”
One blogger wrote: “You can remind a shallow person a dozen times that you have a deathly allergy to peanuts, and they’ll still offer you some peanuts each time they see you, followed by a ‘Right, OMG I forgot. Sorry! LOL’ response.”
This is a very cultural approach to narcissistic and childish behavior. But the Bible frequently registers similar concerns, notably when the apostle Paul complains that the Corinthian Christians should be ready for the meat of the Word, but unfortunately can only be fed the “milk” of the Word. “I fed you with milk, not solid food, for you were not ready for solid food. Even now you are still not ready, for you are still of the flesh. For as long as there is jealousy and quarrelling among you” (1 Corinthians 3:2-3). 
Switch the metaphor from milk and meat to shallow and deep water, and you can understand that for the apostle, jealousy and quarrelling are signs of a troubling, shallow spirituality. 
The author of Hebrews echoes this theme: “For though by this time you ought to be teachers, you need someone to teach you again the basic elements of the oracles of God. You need milk, not solid food; or everyone who lives on milk, being still an infant, is unskilled in the word of righteousness. But solid food is for the mature, for those whose faculties have been trained by practice to distinguish good from evil” (Hebrews 5;12-14). 
Those who have dug deep wells are those who are “mature,” and who have trained “to distinguish good from evil.” 
It’s unlikely that you’re preaching to a congregation so blatantly shallow or incredibly deep as these examples describe. Rather, it is more likely that your audience is like most Christians today — a mix of conflicted moods, values, passions, concerns and ethical guideposts. We want to be service oriented, but selfishness gets in the way. We want to “do nothing from selfish ambition or conceit, but in humility [to] regard others as better than [ourselves]” (Philippians 2:3). We want to “look not to [our] own interests, but to the interests of others” (Philippians 2:4).
And then, bucket problems get in the way.

Do We Need a Better Bucket?
Sometimes, we might think our spiritual life has run dry. The well is out of water. It’s dried up. We have no more reserves. We’re done.
Experts say that the water level of a well depends on a number of factors:
· the depth of the well,
· the type of aquifer (confined or unconfined) that the well taps, and
· the permeability and porosity of the underground rock.
While other factors exist, it’s worth noting that the water may be there, but we lack the pump or the proper bucket to bring the water to the surface, where our thirst can be quenched. From a government geological source: “A well is said to have gone dry when water levels drop below a pump intake.” 
Often, the water is there, but the pump is not deep enough, or we haven’t enough rope on the bucket to get it down to water level. 
If our pump is deep enough, we’re less likely to be affected by the emotional and spiritual weather that swirls around us. We will draw “with joy” from the well. It’s a well of salvation.
There are a lot of metaphors to deal with here: water, well, pump, bucket and rope. So, let’s keep this simple: The Bible assures us that the water is there.
Today’s reading promises that, “With joy you will draw water from the wells of salvation.” The verse implies that we have the means to withdraw the water.
When you have a well, plus water in the well and a means to withdraw the water from the well, voila! You have joy! 
Amen.
—Timothy Merrill and Carl Wilton contributed to this material.

Sources:
“15 telltale signs you’re dealing with a shallow person.” aconsciousrethink.com. Retrieved May 19, 2022.
“Drought and groundwater levels.” U.S. Geological Survey Water Science School, usgs.gov. June 6, 2018. Retrieved May 4, 2022.
Ravelo, Lach. “6 traits of a shallow person & how you can deal with one.” Creativitymesh.com, July 2, 2021. Retrieved May 17, 2022.
“Types of wells.” wellowner.org. No author, no date. Retrieved May 17, 2022.

THE OTHER TEXTS 
November 13, 2022, Cycle C
Isaiah 65:17-25 
What Is One Possible Approach to the Text?
World Peace. It’s a popular caricature: The contestant on the televised beauty pageant show is asked by the emcee what she wants more than anything, or to what cause she’d devote her life, if possible. The contestant answers, “World peace.” Recall the scene in Miss Congeniality (2000), starring Sandra Bullock and William Shatner, playing contestant Gracie Hart and emcee Stan Fields, respectively. The pageant begins, and when Gracie is interviewed on stage in front of a live television audience, Fields asks her: “What is the one most important thing that our society needs?” Gracie says, “That would be harsher punishment for parole violators, Stan … and world peace!” Thunderous applause ensues. This text is about world peace. Discuss how this will happen according to the vision of Isaiah. Comment on the complete replacement of the old with the new. Sometimes you can’t just repair, patch, mend, glue or adjust a situation. Out with the old; in with the new. Look especially at verse 24: “Before they call I will answer, while they are yet speaking I will hear.” Here is the hope for the day. What God can do in a future kingdom, God can certainly do today. God knows our need before we do; God hears us before we even have the good sense to call upon God. And often, God answers before we make the call. This may not bring world peace, but it sure brings inner peace.
What Does the Text Say?
The text begins with the astonishing words, “For I am about to create new heavens and a new earth” (v. 17a). This is a divine initiative in which “the former things shall not be remembered or come to mind” (v. 17b). It is Israel’s sovereign savior who is “about to create Jerusalem as a joy, and its people as a delight” (v. 18), and not Israel’s own rehabilitative efforts. The vision of the prophet is transfused with divine grace. Without ever using the Hebrew word for grace (chen), the prophet makes clear that Yahweh’s grace, as far as Israel’s future is concerned, is all. Grace, for Israel, is everything. Israel’s efforts, through centuries of tepid devotion and notorious backsliding (probably at least some of “the former things” referred to in v. 17), have counted for nothing. The scope of this oracle of salvation, which began on a cosmic note (“new heavens and a new earth”), centers on Jerusalem and its people (v. 19), the epicenter of Israelite national and religious life, and the symbol of Israel’s complicated relationship with its God. The signs of the new heavens and new earth envisioned by Isaiah begin with the elimination of two of the ancient world’s most pervasive scourges, high infant mortality and low life expectancy (v. 20). It was precisely that dolorous quotidian existence experienced by most people in most societies throughout most of history that the prophet sees coming to an imminent end. The regular ravages of warfare to which Israel was subjected by the dominant powers in the ancient Near East — the Egyptians, the Hittites, the Aramaeans, the Assyrians and the Babylonians — meant that conquest, capture, despoilment, displacement and slavery were ever-present realities for the ordinary populace. When God promises through the prophet that the Israelites “shall build houses and inhabit them” and “plant vineyards and eat their fruit” (v. 21; cf. v. 22), the statement is a radical overturning of what, for ancient Israel, was simply normal.

Luke 21:5-19 
What Is One Possible Approach to the Text?
What Time Is It? First, if you’ve chosen this text for the sermon, “good on you,” as our Aussie friends say — “You’ve got everyone beat by a half mile.” None of the texts for this Sunday are easy, but this gospel text is by far the most difficult. Second, here’s an idea. Take as your text verse 7a: “Teacher, when will this be?” In other words, “What time is it? Are we getting close? Are we there yet?” The response builds on what Jesus says but doesn’t necessarily need to be limited to what Jesus says. “What time is it?” Okay, it’s time to be cautious of religious charlatans. It’s time to be aware that things could get dicey for a while. It’s time to remember that our lives are in the hands of God. It’s time to remember that nothing can separate us from God’s love.
What Does the Text Say?
Today’s reading is a portion of Luke’s account of Holy Week, containing some of Jesus’ words about the destruction of the temple and the end of the age. Clearly, Luke’s knowledge of Jewish tradition and sensitivity to Jewish expectations add layers of meaning to this entire dialogue, and to Jesus’ words about the temple and the end of the age. But, still, this text remains a difficult passage. There are four end-of-time scenarios adding resonance to Jesus’ intimidating statements — that is, four separate eschatological dramas crowded onto one stage. The first is the Jewish concept of “the day of the Lord.” This is the time sandwiched between the present sinful age and the heavenly age to come. The day of the Lord will be a “day” of terror and panic for the wicked — springing upon all without warning. All the world will be shattered — in order that everything may be formed anew. The second concept from Jewish tradition is the long-prophesied fall of Jerusalem. Intimated by the temple’s fall and discussed explicitly in verses 20-24, this horrific event was a separate but related part of the day-of-the-Lord predictions. Although Jesus’ words were spoken to a politically extinct but still physically intact city, it is hard for readers since A.D. 70 to hear Jesus’ words with the same incredulity as the Jerusalem populace. Rome’s siege of the city in that year was devastatingly cruel and complete. The other two contributing concepts are addressed more forthrightly and have become a familiar part of a distinctively Christian legacy. The first of these is the conviction, voiced by Jesus and his disciples, that Christ will come again. Attendant to that assertion is the promised threat of false messiahs telling lies to lure believers away from the truth. Finally, these texts discuss the dire prediction of incipient persecutions. We are given a kind of blow-by-blow “progressive” recitation of these four expectations of history in this week’s gospel text. The promise of persecutions to come continues in verses 16-17 — with a painfully poignant twist. Not only will Jesus’ disciples face persecution from kings and synagogues (that is, both the political and religious establishments), but they also will suffer abuse at the hands of loved ones — parents, brothers, friends and relatives. Yet, despite all these trials and tortures, Jesus finishes in verses 18-19 by announcing that “not a hair of your head will perish.” By risking life and limb for the sake of the gospel, disciples may suffer pain and persecution, but they “will gain [their] souls.” Not even the very hairs on their heads, already numbered and accounted for by God (Matthew 10:30), will perish.

2 Thessalonians 3:6-13 
Matthias Chosen to Replace JudasWhat Is One Possible Approach to the Text? 
Idle Hands. This text has nothing to do with those who receive any form of welfare from the government, those with disabilities, or the elderly who haven’t the vigor to labor for their food. Rather, it concerns that remarkable group of people who actually — and fervently — believed in the imminent return (the second coming) of our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ. Since his ETA was unknown, but could be at any moment, some of the Thessalonian Christians had given notice to their employers, left their professions, and were making arrangements for their imminent and final flight to parts unknown when the rapture of the saints occurred. The earnestness of their belief has been matched only a few times in history. Paul tells the church to get back to work. Idle hands are the devil’s workshop. Yes, Jesus is coming again, but until he does, we must make our own way and not expect others to finance our idleness. In short, the punchline is: “Do not be weary in doing what is right.” This is wise advice that transcends the specific occasion of the aphorism itself. When confronted by a myriad of choices, opinions, options, positions and proposals, do not get tired of doing the right thing. 
What Does the Text Say?
The letters to the church in Thessalonica are preoccupied with what will happen at the end of time. Many events must precede the coming of the Lord (2:1-12). So, the church at Thessalonica should not look for it anytime soon. The issue is “idleness” in the community. There are apparently members of the community who do not wish to work in order to provide for their needs (literally, bread, vv. 8, 12). The word translated “idleness” in the NRSV can also mean “lazy” or “disorderly.” The church is not only supposed to imitate Paul’s example of labor but also follow the words they were commanded. Particularly, verse 10 claims, “Anyone unwilling to work should not eat,” which strongly echoes the themes of this passage. The command is not a general maxim about social protocol, but instead an important piece of advice to a community that is disintegrating into disorder and actions that do not honor the “steadfastness of Christ” whom they serve (v. 5). One may wonder why this lengthy and adamant ethical exhortation concludes this letter to the Thessalonians. While 1 Thessalonians may have been written to encourage and provoke apocalyptic fervor in a church relatively apathetic about the coming day of the Lord, 2 Thessalonians was written to calm down the ecstasy that such fervor might produce. 2 Thessalonians underscores the need for the church to live together in unity and sufficiency in the present — and work together, not in idleness, but in “doing what is right” (v. 13) for “the love of God and to the steadfastness of Christ” (v. 5).

ANIMATING ILLUSTRATIONS
##

The Woodingdean Water Well is the deepest hand-dug well in the world, at 1,285 feet deep. Work on the well started in 1858, and was finished four years later, on March 16, 1862. It is located just outside of Nuffield Hospital in Woodingdean, near Brighton, U.K.
The well was originally dug to provide water for a workhouse at the top of Elm Grove and a school for juveniles at Warren Farm. The workhouse was a place people would go if they were poor, couldn’t find work or unfortunately, if children became orphans, they often landed up in the workhouse. In exchange for their food and bed, they were expected to work. The well is 1,285 feet deep and is little more than a meter wide. In true Dickensian style, the well was hand dug by members of the local workhouse and was apparently carried out for 24 hours with candlelight as the only source of light. They had to scale up and down the shaft in complete darkness on a series of rickety ladders. Surprisingly, only one of the workers died in the process.
Excavation work at the well continued for several more years, until one day at a change of shifts, something unusual was noticed. One of the workers realized that the earth he was standing on, at the bottom of the shaft, was beginning to heave upwards like a massive piston. All the workers scrambled upward as fast as they could go, to the Winchman’s platforms to get out of the way of the water that finally struck. The water rose to 400 feet in the first hour, with the men [narrowly] escaping death.
―“Deepest water well in the world,” rigmars.com. Retrieved May 17, 2022.

##

After spending many hours meditating and practicing, I gave up and went sailing alone in a junk. On the sea I thought of all my past training and got mad at myself and punched the water! Right then — at that moment — a thought suddenly struck me; was not this water the very essence of gung fu? Hadn’t this water just now illustrated to me the principle of gung fu? I struck it but it did not suffer hurt. Again I struck it with all of my might — yet it was not wounded! I then tried to grasp a handful of it but this proved impossible. This water, the softest substance in the world, which could be contained in the smallest jar, only seemed weak. In reality, it could penetrate the hardest substance in the world. That was it! I wanted to be like the nature of water. …
Water is so fine that it is impossible to grasp a handful of it; strike it, yet it does not suffer hurt; stab it, and it is not wounded; sever it, yet it is not divided. It has no shape of its own but molds itself to the receptacle that contains it. When heated to the state of steam it is invisible but has enough power to split the earth itself. When frozen it crystallizes into a mighty rock. First it is turbulent like Niagara Falls, and then calm like a still pond, fearful like a torrent, and refreshing like a spring on a hot summer’s day.
—Bruce Lee, movie star and martial arts practitioner, in Bruce Lee: Artist of Life (Tuttle Publishing, 2018).

##

A river passing through a landscape catches the world and gives it back redoubled: a shifting, glinting world more mysterious than the one we customarily inhabit. Rivers run through our civilizations like strings through beads, and there’s hardly an age I can think of that’s not associated with its own great waterway. The lands of the Middle East have dried to tinder now, but once they were fertile, fed by the fruitful Euphrates and the Tigris, from which rose flowering Sumer and Babylonia. The riches of Ancient Egypt stemmed from the Nile, which was believed to mark the causeway between life and death, and which was twinned in the heavens by the spill of stars we now call the Milky Way. The Indus Valley, the Yellow River: these are the places where civilizations began, fed by sweet waters that in their flooding enriched the land. The art of writing was independently born in these four regions and I do not think it a coincidence that the advent of the written word was nourished by river water. …
There is a mystery about rivers that draws us to them, for they rise from hidden places and travel by routes that are not always tomorrow where they might be today. Unlike a lake or sea, a river has a destination and there is something about the certainty with which it travels that makes it very soothing, particularly for those who’ve lost faith with where they’re headed.
—Olivia Laing, To the River: A Journey Beneath the Surface (Canongate Canons, 2017), cited by Maria Popova in “Life, Loss, and the Wisdom of Rivers,” TheMarginalian.org.
https://www.themarginalian.org/2018/05/16/olivia-laing-to-the-river/.
Retrieved June 9, 2022.

##

Search “Desert Pete story” and you’ll find many versions (and even a song) of the story of thirsty Desert Pete and his encounter with a well.

##

N.T. Wright tells a parable about a powerful dictator who, wishing to tame the many erratic streams and springs in his country, paved everything over with concrete so his government could then deliver water to his people through a complex system of pipes. The system worked well for many years — until it didn’t. Wright himself takes up the story:
A generation passed. All seemed to be well. Then, without warning, the springs that had gone on bubbling and sparkling beneath the solid concrete could no longer be contained. In a sudden explosion — a cross between a volcano and an earthquake — they burst through the concrete that people had come to take for granted. Muddy, dirty water shot into the air and rushed through the streets and into houses, shops, and factories. Roads were torn up; whole cities were in chaos. Some people were delighted: at last they could get water again without depending on The System. But the people who ran the official waterpipes were at a loss: suddenly everyone had more than enough water, but it wasn’t pure and couldn’t be controlled.
We in the Western world are the citizens of that country. The dictator is the philosophy that has shaped our world for the past two or more centuries, making most people materialists by default. And the water is what we today call “spirituality,” the hidden spring that bubbles up within human hearts and human societies.
Many people today hear the very word “spirituality” like travelers in a desert hearing news of an oasis. This isn’t surprising. The skepticism that we’ve been taught for the last two hundred years has paved our world with concrete, making people ashamed to admit that they have had profound and powerful “religious” experiences. Where before they would have gone to church, said their prayers, worshipped in this way or that, and understood what they were doing as part of the warp and woof of the rest of life, the mood of the Western world from roughly the 1780s through to the 1980s was very different. We will pipe you (said the prevailing philosophy) the water you need; we will arrange for “religion” to become a small subdepartment of ordinary life; it will be quite safe — harmless, in fact — with church life carefully separated off from everything else in the world. …
From this point of view, spirituality is a private hobby, an up-market version of daydreaming for those who like that kind of thing. …
Now at last it has happened: the hidden springs have erupted, the concrete foundation has burst open, and life can never be the same again. …
“The hidden spring” of spirituality … functions as the echo of a voice; as a signpost pointing away from the bleak landscape of modern secularism and toward the possibility that we humans are made for more than this. 
—N.T. Wright, Simply Christian (HarperSanFrancisco, 2006), 17-21.

##

Holy wells have been centers of piety for centuries in Ireland. That is, until they paved paradise and put up a parking lot. But some of these wells are still in existence.
There are said to be around 3,000 holy wells in Ireland, including natural springs, elaborate stone monuments, sea caves and hidden sites in tunnels under some city and town streets. A holy well is a location where water issues from the earth and where the site is a focal point for supernatural divination.
Holy wells are also thought to have the power to cure illness through ritual. They also are associated with the cursing of third parties, and/or the veneration of early Christian saints, pagan deities, or elements of nature. Hydrolatry (water worship) and water cults have existed in Ireland for hundreds and likely thousands of years. Through references in ancient manuscripts and stories from Irish mythology, we know that not only did holy wells exist at that time, but they were, and continue to be, very important to the Irish.
Many holy wells are located in areas of natural beauty, often in groves of trees, in hollows in the landscape, at the edge of waysides, or at points where borders and boundaries run or meet. Others are located hidden in darkness in mysterious underground tunnels, chambers, or caves, and others again at the edge of the sea, where the saltwater mixes with the fresh water twice each day. …
From at least the fifth century onward, Christian missionaries began to visit Ireland from overseas to commence the process of converting the resident populace to the new faith. In an effort to appease local sensibilities and give credence to the new belief system, existing centers of pagan devotion, particularly holy wells, were re-named and altered to better conform with Christian beliefs. In addition, folklore and legends surrounding these sacred sites were amended to attribute the supernatural origin or powers thought to exist there to a local saint or holy person.
—“The ancient pre-Christian holy wells of Ireland,” The Irish Post, April 29, 2022.
https://www.irishpost.com/history/the-ancient-pre-christian-holy-wells-of-ireland-233551.
Retrieved June 9, 2022.

##

History says, Don’t hope 
On this side of the grave … 
But then, once in a lifetime 
The longed-for tidal wave 
Of justice can rise up, 
And hope and history rhyme. 
So hope for a great sea-change 
On the far side of revenge. 
Believe that a further shore 
Is reachable from here. 
Believe in miracles 
And cures and healing wells. 
—Seamus Heaney, excerpt from The Cure at Troy: A Version of Sophocles' Philoctetes (Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 1991).

##

COMMENTARY 
Isaiah 12
The 12th chapter of Isaiah, today’s reading, is an editorial insertion to conclude the collection of oracles found in chapters 6-11 of the canonical book. Those oracles, directed both at Israel (e.g., 7:1-9, 10-17, 18-25) and Israel’s neighbors (e.g., Assyria, 10:5-19; cf. also 8:9-10), announce unfaithfulness, judgment and destruction; they also announce salvation, deliverance and God’s steadfast love for the chosen people. Today’s reading appears to have been included to bring this section of mixed messages to a conclusion that reaffirms God’s ultimate faithfulness and care.
The prophet Isaiah of Jerusalem lived and worked during a period of deep division and profound uncertainty in Israelite history, centered around a military conflict biblical scholars refer to as the Syro-Ephraimite war (735-732 B.C.). The united monarchy, established three centuries earlier by Saul and raised to its height under David and Solomon, had broken into the northern kingdom of Israel (sometimes called Ephraim and consisting of 10 northern tribes) and the southern kingdom of Judah (consisting of the two remaining tribes, Judah and Benjamin). Both kingdoms were vassals (national subjects) of the reigning political power of the time, Assyria. In the middle of the eighth century B.C., the northern kingdom, under King Pekah, and its neighbor, Syria (here called Aram), under King Rezin, formed an alliance to revolt against Assyria, and they pressured King Ahaz of Judah to join them. When Ahaz refused, Ephraim and Syria prepared to attack Judah to remove Ahaz from power. In desperation, Ahaz appealed to the Assyrian king, Tiglath-pileser III, for help (2 Kings 16:7-9), which was provided. It was to this volatile and ominous historical situation that the prophet Isaiah urged his monarch and his nation to trust in their real king, the Lord, and to resist the temptations of Realpolitik. Today’s reading, whatever its date, is now part of the prophet’s message to his troubled time.
The two hymns of praise that make up this brief chapter are prefaced by a short superscription, “You (masculine singular) will say in that day …” (v. 1a). The line is clearly intrusive (as most superscriptions are), addressed to an unnamed male instead of to the people of Judah as a whole or to the king and royal officials functioning pars pro toto. While it is true that the nation of Israel could be addressed using singular forms (e.g., Isaiah 2:6, where the “house of Jacob” is addressed in the singular), such usage is not common in this section of Isaiah. Whether the intended addressee is the king or the nation (or even the individual Judahite) is left unclear, which has allowed the hymn to continue to function long after its original historical impetus passed. The superscription apparently is modeled on the recurring phrase “On (or “In,” as the Hebrew is the same) that day,” found just prior to today’s reading (10:20; 11:10, 11). The verb forms and pronominal suffixes are two of the indicators that chapter 12 is a small pastiche of originally independent units that has been inserted into its present location with relatively little editorial reworking.
Giving thanks to the LORD (v. 1a) is a ubiquitous theme in the OT, especially in the psalter (e.g., Psalms 9:1; 92:1; 105:1, etc.). The thankfulness of the speaker is almost always, as here, in response to a prior act of mercy on the LORD’s part. In this case, the kindness was the supplanting of divine wrath with divine comfort (cf. also Psalm 85:3).
The speaker’s salvation is El, translated in verse 2a as God. The Hebrew word 'el is the most common singular noun for God in the OT; the more common generic word for God, 'elohim, is a grammatical plural (of majesty) understood as a singular. 'el is the Hebrew version of the common Semitic word for “god/God,” and it reaches back to the earliest stages of that language group. The word is used in both Ugaritic and the OT as both a generic noun and the proper name of the head of divine beings (the Ugaritic pantheon and, in the OT, beings such as angels and the “heavenly host”). That this form of the name appears here in Isaiah is not surprising, as one of the characteristics of this biblical book is its use of ancient terms and images applied to contemporary settings.
In the second half of the verse, the prophet (or, more properly, anonymous singer) uses another ancient form in a unique combination, rendered by the NRSV as “the LORD GOD.” The underlying Hebrew is “Yah, Yahweh,” the first word being a contracted form of the second, which is the proper name of the God of Israel. That contracted form appears in ancient poems (such as Exodus 15:2) and frequently in personal names (such as Malchiah, Jeremiah 21:1); it most commonly appears in the Psalter in the form hallelujah (which simply means “Praise Yah!”). Nowhere but here in Isaiah are the regular and contracted forms used together, and since some early Greek and Latin manuscripts of our passage do not include the first word, it’s likely that it should be deleted here as dittography (inadvertently writing a word twice).
By reaching deep into Israel’s literary and theological past in both instances, the writer (editor, actually, of the book of Isaiah) is reinforcing a central theme in the book, which is that Israel’s hope and salvation lie not in present political alliances or in future military possibilities, but rather in the God who brought creation, Israel and the covenantal relationship into existence and has proven faithful from time immemorial. Isaiah’s use of the past is to remind his contemporaries that the God who acted then on Israel’s behalf can be trusted to act now and in the future on behalf of the chosen people.
A second song of praise begins at verse 3, with the verb forms now in the plural, another sign that this chapter is an editorial addition to the book. The theme of salvation, announced at the end (v. 2b) of the first hymn (or, more likely, hymn fragment), is expressed here in the unique phrase “wells of salvation” (v. 3a). Using the noun salvation in the construct state with another noun (i.e., “the ___ of salvation”) is a favorite literary device of the book of Isaiah. In addition to the use of the idiom here, the book also refers to an “abundance of salvation” (33:6), “the day of salvation” (49:8), the “helmet of salvation” (59:17) and “garments of salvation” (61:10).
In each occurrence, the salvation spoken of is concrete and mundane: salvation for Israel means deliverance from real flesh-and-blood adversaries. Although eschatological imagery is frequent in Isaiah, the transformed earth of which the prophet speaks nonetheless remains this earth, as distinct from a heavenly or other-worldly salvation. Only in the very latest stages of biblical literature (e.g., Daniel, written ca. 164 B.C.) is the idea of salvation transferred from the terrestrial plane to the celestial sphere.
One of the unifying devices that holds together the disparate hymns that make up this chapter appears for a second time in verse 3a, “in that day.” Given that plural verb forms continue through verse 5, it is likely that the NRSV versification should be adjusted to include verse 5 with verses 3-4.
Attention turns to Zion — “royal Zion” (v. 6a) — the locus of both temporal and spiritual power in ancient Israel. The NRSV translation “royal” is an interpretation of the feminine singular participle of the Hebrew root yashav, which means to sit, dwell or abide. In this understanding, it is Zion (usually regarded as a feminine — as in “daughter Zion,” Isaiah 1:8; 10:32; 16:1; and many other places) that is sitting or dwelling as a royal figure. The interpretation of summoning the representative “inhabitant” of Zion to sing aloud is also defensible, as the Hebrew participle can be translated as “resident” or “inhabitant.”
The chapter concludes by referring to Israel’s God as “the Holy One of Israel,” using an expression found throughout the book of Isaiah (e.g., 1:4; 5:19, 24; 10:20, etc. — in all, 19 of the 25 occurrences of the expression in the OT). The designation emphasizes the lofty majesty and mystery of Israel’s God who nonetheless, out of divine grace and favor, deigns to dwell in Israel’s midst (v. 6). It is this divine presence, the prophet’s editor insists, that will both save and prosper the chosen people.

CHILDREN’S SERMON Isaiah 12
Hand a small paper cup to each of the children. Ask them to tell you what’s in it. They’ll say nothing; it’s empty. Ask them if they have ever felt empty inside and have them describe the feeling. Then pour cool water into each of their cups. Point out that the cups are now full and say that this is what God wants for each of us; God wants to fill us up. Holding up your full cup, tell them that the prophet Isaiah says, “With joy you will draw water from the wells of salvation. And you will say in that day: Give thanks to the LORD, call on his name” (Isaiah 12:3-4). Explain that God wants to fill us up by comforting us, strengthening us and saving us — this is what is known as God’s “salvation” (vv. 1-2). Have the children think about this as they drink their water, and then ask them how it feels to be filled up by God. Let them know that God never wants them to feel empty inside, but instead to be filled and refreshed, so that they can do God’s work in the world. Close by saying that the place to begin is to “give thanks to the LORD [and] make known his deeds” (v. 3) so that other people will be filled with God as well.

WORSHIP RESOURCES
Calls to Worship — General
Leader: I will give thanks to God;
People: I will trust and will not be afraid.
Leader: The Lord God is my strength and my might;
People: God has become my salvation.
Leader: Shout aloud and sing for joy, for great in your midst is the Holy One.
—Based on Isaiah 12

Prayers — General
Ready us, O God, for rebirth. Put us in touch with our need for another chance and help us to embrace it. And then send us someone to whom we can offer a drink at your well, just as you gave us to drink. Save us, O God, with the promise and reality of living water for our thirst. Amen.

Benedictions — General
May justice, mercy and humility flow from your lives like fresh water from a stream. May love, grace and truth pour freely from the wellspring of your heart. May the source of all life give you the strength to live boldly, give extravagantly, and pour yourselves out for the sake of others, just as Christ has poured himself out for you. Go now, knowing you are filled with the living water of your precious Savior. Amen.

MUSIC LINKS
Hymns
Ask Ye What Great Thing I Know
Lord of Our Life
’Tis So Sweet to Trust in Jesus
Worship and Praise* 
Hope Has a Name (River Valley Worship)
Living Waters (Getty)
The Well (Casting Crowns) 
*For licensing and permission to reprint or display these songs on screen, go to ccli.com. The worship and praise songs suggested by Homiletics can be found in most cases on Google by using the title as the search term.

LECTIONARY TEXTS
Twenty-Third Sunday After Pentecost, Cycle C
Isaiah 65:17-25
Isaiah 12
2 Thessalonians 3:6-13
Luke 21:5-19
