The Third Sunday in Lent
March 27, 2011
Text:  John 4:5-42
Sanctify us in your truth, O Lord; your Word is truth.

The story seems ordinary enough.  Jesus and his friends are taking another little trip, from Judea in the south to Galilee in the north.  Of course, in between is Samaria, so they are just passing through.

Well, it may seem ordinary, until you run into that part of the story that says, They had to pass through Samaria.  What did the Gospel writer mean, Jesus had to pass through Samaria?

Well, you say, just look at a map; it’s clear.  Judea is down there, Galilee up there, and Samaria in between.  Of course, you have to go through Samaria.

Oh, no, you don’t!  Not if you are a Jew in the first century, you don’t!  You wouldn’t have to pass through….and you wouldn’t pass through Samaria.  There is a “better” way to get to Galilee.

You would travel east, across the Jordan River, up the other side, and then back over the river.  You would go around Samaria.  It would take you a heck of a lot longer, but you would go around Samaria.
You do remember, don’t you, that the Jews and the Samaritans hated one another?….an old family feud that had gone on for centuries.  You see, Samaritans weren’t really Jewish, at least not as regarded by the Jews in the south….they were almost pagan!  Any good, self-respecting Jew would not want to be caught dead or alive in Samaria, if you could avoid it.  You just didn’t go through Samaria…you went around it.

But the story says, Jesus had to pass through Samaria.

Well, they are on their way.  They have traveled quite a while, and they are hot and tired, hungry and thirsty.  They come to that famous well of Jacob, and Jesus sends his friends off to a nearby Samaritan village  to buy some food…and he sits down next to the well to catch his breath.

Up comes a woman of Samaria with her container to draw some water.  Jesus says hello and asks for a drink.  
Now, it may seem like an ordinary story, but the truth is, it is absolutely shocking…not simply because Jesus and his friends should go through Samaria…but that they would have anything to do with any Samaritan once they were there!

You remember Jesus asking for the favor of a drink?  Surely Jesus remembers what all good Jews understood, that any Jew who receives help or accepts a favor from a Samaritan, delays the coming of the kingdom.  And he just asked for a favor!

Jesus had to have remembered that old rabbinic saying, Better to eat the flesh of pig than to eat Samaritan bread.  And he had just sent his friends into the Samaritan village to get some Samaritan bread!  Well, it’s shocking!

But it is worse than that.  It isn’t just that she is a Samaritan; it is also that she is a she!  I mean, you understand, Jewish males did not hate women – they simply understood their “place.”  If male, you would not speak in public to any woman – even if you were walking down a city street and your wife passed by the other direction.  You just didn’t bend your dignity to say hello in public.  It simply wasn’t done.

And you surely wouldn’t teach them anything about the Law – as Jesus is about to do here.  Better to bury the Torah, another rabbinic saying goes, Better to bury the Torah than entrust it with a woman.  And another:  Better to teach your daughter to be a prostitute than to teach her the Law.

“Well,” you say, “we’ve come a long way, baby!”  Well, we have….but we have a bit further yet to go.
And I’m delighted to report to you, that in our revised wedding service, revised thirty years ago already, we no longer have that little piece in the wedding ceremony….well, you remember it, of course…when after the bride has helped her father down the aisle, they come to that moment when the clergy asks, “And who gives this woman to be married to this man?”…and the father says, “I do.”

Now what’s going on there?  Did you ever notice they do not give the groom away?  Well, there’s a good reason for that – the groom is a person!  What is really going on is that the bride is property!

“Oh,” you say, “we never meant that.”  Of course not, but that’s what we did.

It is not just that she is a Samaritan; it is that she is a Samaritan woman.  But, it is more shocking than that:  it is that she is a bad woman of Samaria.

Anyone in those days would understand that, because she was coming to the well at noon.  The good women didn’t come to noontime to draw water.  The good women came to the well in the cool of the day to make lighter the burden of carrying the water back.

But she was not welcome to come with the good women, who would gather around the well, have a kind of circle meeting, and talk about the events of the day.  After all, she had had five husbands, and the man she was with now she wasn’t married to.

She isn’t welcome, because she is an outcast among her own people.  She has to come alone at noon to draw water – with all eyes watching as she carries the jar out to the well.  And they say, “There she goes again.”

Do you understand the pathos when she says to Jesus, “Oh, sir, give me this other drink, that I may never thirst again, and never have to come here again to draw water?”  Do you hear it?

Well, the disciples returned from the Samaritan village with some food.  They are shocked to discover Jesus talking with her.  The story says that they start to say something about it…but they hold their tongue.  I’m so glad they didn’t embarrass themselves again.

Finally, the woman takes off….and leaves the container next to the well!  She hasn’t drawn the water…which means she is in a big hurry to get out of there…or she plans on coming back.

You remember that Jesus had told her to go get her husband and come back.  Well, she goes…and very shortly comes back…and brings a whole group with her.  You can bet it was not the upper crust of that town.  You may be sure it was a collection of all the outcasts of the village.  Jesus and his friends stay an extra two days to visit with these people about God, the law, and life.

But then a strange thing happens.  Or rather, it is strange that something does not happen.  You remember Jesus asked her to return and he would give her that drink that gushes up to eternal life?  Well, when she comes back with her friends, she never mentions the drink again.  Nor does Jesus.
Now isn’t that peculiar?  He had promised her this drink!  Well, you see, she did not have to mention the drink again….because she had already been given the drink!
I mean, she was a Samaritan, and he treated her like a human being.  That is to be given the drink that gushes up to eternal life…the gift of gracious acceptance.

She was a woman, and he accorded her dignity.  That is to be given the drink that gushes up to eternal life.
She was a Samaritan woman of bad reputation, and Jesus treated her with respect.  That is to be given the drink that gushes up to eternal life.

She didn’t have to mention the drink again.  She had already drunk it!

Today, here at Lord of the Hills Church, we are commissioning a group of eight Stephen Ministers.  In our Gospel story today, you Stephen Ministers have the Great Example:  your job is to give to others the drink that gushes up to eternal life.  
Your job is to listen….like Jesus did.  Your job is to care for others…like Jesus did.  Your job is to begin with people where they are….like Jesus did.  Your job is to be a channel, a conduit, of God’s gracious love and acceptance for others….like Jesus did.  Your job is give to others the drink that gushes up to eternal life….like Jesus did.
You Stephen Ministers – and this is true of all the rest of us, too – we are Jesus’ disciples.  Our job is to accompany Jesus on his way to Samaria.  How do you think it was possible for those original disciples to follow Jesus to Samaria?

I’m sure they had no natural inclination to go into Samaria.  Maybe it was even one of them who wrote, Jesus had to pass through Samaria.  And even if they had the will to go through Samaria, they would have lacked the courage.

There is only one possible reason I can imagine that will account for their being able to go with Jesus.  Which is:  the drink that Jesus gave the woman that day, that drink that gushes up to eternal life….that drink is the same drink that Jesus had given to his disciples two or three years before…the drink of gracious acceptance which Matthew experienced when he was called from his tax-collecting desk, or which Peter & Andrew and James & John experienced when they were lovingly called from their fishing nets.

It is the drink that Jesus gives to anybody who gets thirsty enough….to you Stephen Ministers….to all the rest of us as well.
Are you thirsty enough?  Dried out enough from a life of meaninglessness and no purpose?  Parched enough by your own brokenness and sin?  Baked and withered enough by despair and hopelessness?

You see, this is your story, too; it is my story.  And it’s a love story.  A love story about the God who comes to us, as one of us, offering the drink that gushes up to eternal life, the drink of God’s gracious love and acceptance of us.  It is the drink that Jesus gives to anybody who gets thirsty enough.

I admit:  I am reluctant to go to Samaria…I have trouble enough just getting along with my own kind of folk.

In fact, I cannot think of a good reason for me to go.  Well, I can think of only one decent reason why anyone would go…and that is, if you just happened to want to be with Jesus.
