The Third Sunday in Lent – John 4

Sermon by Rev. Rolf Svanoe

It’s appropriate to give this sermon from our baptism font. We call it our Living Waters Baptismal Font, which is a title that comes from our Gospel lesson. The moving water is alive as opposed to a stagnant pool. It’s a symbol of God’s grace given in waters of baptism, alive and active. As a community of grace we gather around this font. 

Wherever people meet they often gather around water. At work people gather around the water cooler, or around the coffee pot. We socialize around beverages. We gather at the local watering hole. Across the centuries people always gather where beverages are available. In ancient times it was the village well where people gathered to get their water for cooking and drinking. 

That’s the way it was back in Jesus' time. The well was the town watering hole where everyone gathered two times a day, where people would visit, catch up on news, and stay current on all the juiciest town gossip. Some of you come from small towns where everyone knows everyone’s business. There are no secrets. The Samaritan woman in our Gospel lesson had no secrets. Everyone knew what kind of a woman she was. At least they thought they did. She had no doubt long been a favorite subject of village grapevine. I can imagine that when she showed up at the well to get water a lot of people would ignore or shun her, maybe even cast a few dirty looks her way. You get tired of that kind of treatment. Don’t you think that’s why she came to draw water at noon, at the heat of the day. The last thing she wanted was to meet someone who would look down on her and remind her of how she didn’t measure up. Do you know this woman?

On this particular day, she showed up at the well with her water jar. But this time someone was there. Worse, it was a man. Doubly worse, it looked like a Jewish man. You didn't see too many Jews in Samaria. Jews avoided that area, because they despised the Samaritans. They would rather walk a few extra days journey around Samaria just to avoid it. So when this woman saw Jesus sitting by the well maybe she felt some fear. Who was this stranger? She went about her business quickly, but then almost dropped her jar when Jesus asked her to draw him some water. 

There are several things going on here. Jews did not speak to Samaritans. They hated them and looked down on them with contempt. And a man did not speak with a woman in public. It wasn’t proper, not even with his wife. Women had little status in that society. So by engaging this woman in conversation Jesus showed his willingness to break all kinds of racial and gender boundaries. He didn’t care about the rules that said what he could and couldn’t do. He just saw a person who was loved by God. It shocked the woman. Later, when the disciples showed up, it shocked them, too. 

But Jesus not only spoke with this woman, he spoke words of life to her. He used the well as an occasion to offer her living water. Somehow Jesus knew her past. He knew all the ways she tried to fill the emptiness in her life. She was thirsty but she had been trying to slake her thirst in all the wrong ways. It wasn't companionship that was going to drown her thirst.

Eventually she caught on to what Jesus was saying. She got so excited about Jesus that she left her water jar and raced back to the village and began knocking on doors. She forgot all about the thirst she had that drove her to the well in the first place. And somehow she forgot that she was supposed to avoid all those people. Before this story was finished, villagers were actually speaking to her again.

We don’t even know her name. It’s funny, in last Sunday’s gospel from John 3 Jesus met with a man named Nicodemus, a leader in the Jewish community, who after meeting with Jesus just didn’t get it. We know his name. Nicodemus didn’t get it, but this unnamed Samaritan woman got it. She understood. She drank the living water. She had come to that well thirsty that day, more thirsty than she knew. She left sensing she'd never be truly thirsty again. 

Do you know this woman? Can you get inside her story? Can you feel the hurt inside her, the ways she’s been put down and shunned? Can you feel the guilt she carries inside, maybe the anger and bitterness? And can you feel the release, the excitement and the joy of hearing the good news and encountering Jesus? Maybe you’ve experienced something like that in your life. Maybe you’ve tried to satisfy your thirst in countless ways, and you just keep getting thirsty again and again. You keep coming to the well. Only today Jesus is here at this well. He’s here, and just like that woman Jesus doesn’t come up to you pointing his finger, judging you, condemning you. “God did not send his Son into the world to condemn the world, but that the world through him might be saved.” Jesus looks at you with love and compassion. Like the woman at the well Jesus is here today offering you living water, inviting you to leave behind your old water jars and drink deeply of the living water. 

Do you know this woman? The irony is that everyone thought they knew her. They had her pegged. But they were wrong. Jesus knew her. He knew everything about her. And he loved her. Just like Jesus knows you and me. Jesus isn’t fooled by false fronts, facades, masks, or the lies we tell ourselves and others to cover up our sins. We can’t hide from Jesus. Just like that woman he knows us deeply, better than we know ourselves, and yet Jesus comes to us with love and invites us to drink deeply the living water that alone can satisfy.  That is the good news- that God knows us and yet loves us in Jesus Christ. 

Do you know this woman? Sure you do. She is you. This woman has no name because the author of John’s gospel wants you to see yourself in her story. Just like her you’ve been given the same invitation, the same gift of living water. And like this woman Jesus invites us now to be witnesses, to share this incredible good news with others around us. 

I think it’s interesting that this story took place in Samaria, a place that Jews avoided, or if they traveled there it was a place to get through as quickly as possible.  That’s the way Jesus’ disciples saw it. It never occurred to them that there were people needing the good news living there. But Jesus had a rather different point of view. He was willing to travel into foreign territory in order to share God’s love with others. Today he calls his followers to do the same thing, to be willing to cross those racial and gender barriers, to set aside all the prejudices and labels we put on each other, to travel to the other side of town, even the wrong side of town, in order to share the good news. 

Leave your old water jars behind. Drink deeply from the living water- Jesus Christ.

