March 27, 2011		The Samaritan Woman at the Well (John 4:5-42)


John’s gospel overflows with literary devices.  In this story, we see it in the double mean of his trip from Jerusalem to Galilee.  Going through Samaria is both geographic and theological.  Likewise water and food both have double meanings in this story—literal and spiritual.  And we must also keep in mind the intense dislike that Jews and Samaritans had for each other, even though they both revered the law—what we call our first five books of the Old Testament.  But Samaritans did not accept the rest of the books—what we call the writings and the prophets—as the Jews did.

This morning’s gospel centers on water.  Instead of reading it this morning, allow your mind to wander as I retell parts of the story.

Begin by recalling a day in your life when you hot—one of those hot, still, dog days of August.  It was on a day like that when Jesus was traveling through Samaria.  In the mid-day heat, he arrives at a well.  He is hot, sweaty, dirty, and exhausted.  Water would quench his thirst, but he throws some stones down the well and, disheartened, finds it is as deep as he expected.  And there is no pump—this is biblical time, nor is there a rope or bucket.  It is useless to him.

On those hot dog days of August, did you ever laze in the shade of a tree, or lie back in a hammock and let your mind wander.  Were you ever surprised or amazed at your thoughts and conclusions?  Well, I doubt Jesus had any shade or a hammock, but sitting there that day he surely thought about how that well had quenched the thirst of thousands over hundreds of years.  If only he could think of a way to get that water up to his dry mouth.  Then he spots her, coming toward him with the very things he needs—a rope and a jar.  Surely he blessed his ancestor Jacob now for the gift of this well.

But wait, she is a woman.  And in this area, surely a Samaritan woman.  Jewish rabbis do not speak to women in public and Jews have nothing to do with Samaritans.  In the evening, the well is a gathering spot, especially for single spot.  Would this woman think Jesus was trying to pick her up if he spoke with her?  And what was she doing out here, anyway, in the midday heat when normal people came to the well in the cool of gathering dusk?  But she has the rope, she has the jar…

Do you remember a time when you could not get your mind to shut up and the harder you thought the more mixed up you got?  All these thoughts are running through Jesus’ mind:  women and men; Jews and Samaritans; accepted and outcast.  Then it dawns on Jesus, God created water for everyone.  It flows for all who are thirsty.  So his concerns crumbled and he asks, “Could you draw me some water?  I am dying of thirst.  Could you give me a drink?”  The woman smirks and asks, “You, a Jew, would drink from a Samaritan jar?”

Can you think of a time when you mind shouted “No!” but your heart said, “Why not?”  I think it was that way for Jesus and he follows his heart.  This story is the longest, bravest conversation Jesus ever has with anyone in the gospel.  And it is with a woman, a Samaritan woman at that!  And remember his shorter conversation earlier in the gospel with Nicodemus?  That was all lofty, third person theology about the “Son of Man.”  Well here, Jesus follows his heart and his conversation is punctuated with all sorts of “I” statements:  I give the water.  I am the water.  I am the well.

And she listens.  Really listens.  And she realizes that as thirsty as Jesus is for water to quench his thirst, she is thirsty for the spiritual water that is a connection and friendship with God.

Think back to the times when you were intensely aware that you were in love—with a partner, with a child, with a parent—and you knew that you would give that love without any strings.  That is how this conversation between Jesus and the Samaritan woman is unfolding.  He can take back the things that he has said and she knows she can’t go back to the life she was leading up to that mid-day conversation.  So they sit and share the jar.

Knowing that she was safe, she brings up a serious conflict between Jews and Samaritans.  Where is the place of true worship?  For Samaritans, it was on a nearby mountain.  For Jews, it was at the temple in Jerusalem.  Jesus does not dodge the question, but says the location does not matter, for true worship is a matter of the heart.  God cares more for person with a heart of love for God than God cares for ritual and sacrifice.

Just then, the Samaritan woman says something amazing and insightful.  Have you ever blurted something out that was amazing and insightful—then looked around to see how said it?  The woman takes Jesus’ teaching about the loving heart and says, “I know when the messiah comes he will explode all our sad notions about God.”

Jesus answers, “I am he.”

And that is when the disciples show up at the well, all full of righteous indignation that Jesus would converse with a woman, and a Samaritan woman at that.  The woman knows when she is outnumbered by an unwelcoming gang and she runs off.  But she cannot run away from the change Jesus brought to her at the well.  She tells the townspeople and they can see it, too.  And they decide to follow her back to the well and see for themselves.

And surely Jesus is changed, too.  For now he knows that God’s love is much too large to leave anyone out.  All are included.  Even women.  Even Samaritans.  So Jesus delays his trip to Galilee and stays to talk with the Samaritans for two more days.  And because of that, many townspeople came to believe in the love Jesus brought.

Who would have thought that?  Samaritans coming to believe in the God of Jewish rabbi?  Will wonders never cease?

Isn’t that what Lent is about?  Will wonders never cease?  Isn’t it a wonder of God’s love that if flows freely accepting all and forgiving all?  
And isn’t it a wonder that God’s love flows for you and for me?

We will sing the final two verses of “Glorious Things of Thee Are Spoken.”



PRAYER

Close your eyes and imagine yourself by water—at the beach by the ocean; on a boat on a river; by edge of a lake.  But water is more than just a place to relax and be at ease.  Water makes plants grow providing both food and beauty.  Water to drink is necessary for our bodies to function.  Water is used to clean our bodies as well as things we use such as the clothes we wear.

And it has always been so.  It is no surprise that our ancestors made water central to stories about God’s love and faithfulness.  

In the story of creation.  

In the story of Noah’s ark where it rained for forty days and flooded the earth.

In the story of the exodus when the waters parted and the Hebrews passed through the Red Sea.

When those same Hebrews are thirsty in the desert during their forty years of wandering and Moses strikes the rock and water gushes out to quench their thirst.

Baptism in the river Jordan.

Jesus and the Samaritan woman at Jacob’s well.

On the boat with Jesus on the Sea of Galilee.

Jesus walking on the water.

The risen Christ and breakfast on the beach with the disciples.

Philip pouring water of the head of the Ethiopian eunuch.

Even today, water is a central symbol of our faith.  We welcome our children and we welcome new converts with the water of baptism.

Water washes away dirt.  Water quenches our thirst.  Water nourishes our lives.

Now open your eyes and think about that one question you are examining this Lent.  What role does water play?  Do you need it to wash something away?  Do you need it to quench a thirst?  Can it turn something that is dying and wasting away into a vibrant, beautiful plant?

Those are the questions you need to ask yourself this week.  Observe a Holy Lent.

We will stand and sing “Wade in the Water.”  You will notice that it is written for leader and congregation—just ignore that; we will sing both parts.  Don’t worry, however, if you don’t get the hang of the leader part.  Just make sure you join in the chorus.  



Story and prayer are adapted from Liturgy for the Whole Church by Susan K. Bock, Church Publishing Inc., New York, 2008,  pages 81-85.



