John Eason – St. Barnabas Sermon, March 27, 2011 – Lent III
Text: John 4:5-42  “Living Water”
It’s interesting that this conversation between Jesus and this woman at the well happens at all!  Because there are several reasons why it should not have.  First, Jesus was a Jew, and the woman was a Samaritan.  

Jews and Samaritans were both Semitic people – both had a Hebrew heritage.  You might say the Samaritans were the “northerners” here, and the Jews were the “southerners.”  And as I’m sure you’ve heard us say before, in the south – we don’t care how you do it up north!!

In all seriousness, though, the Samaritans were from the old northern kingdom of Israel, while the Jews were from the old southern kingdom of Judah.  And Jews didn’t consider the Samaritans a “pure people,” because they had inter-married with non-Jews, and had lost much of their ethnic identity - over the years.  Also, each of these groups had their own temple.  The Samaritan temple was on Mount Gerizim, and the Jewish temple was on Mount Zion in Jerusalem. 

Next, it was not considered proper in the ancient near east for men and women to talk to one another in public.  And the fact that Jesus was considered a rabbi – a teacher – made this even less appropriate and acceptable.  So when his disciples returned, it was normal for them to have had the reaction they did.  John tells us they were “astonished” … but then he also adds that they didn’t say anything.

And finally, in addition to the fact that this person at the well was both a Samaritan and a woman, she was also someone who didn’t have much of a reputation – at least not a good one, anyway – among her own people – among the Samaritans themselves.  We’ll get into more of this later – but suffice it to say at this point that she had somewhat of a “shady past.”  

So, since she was a person who we might say was “marginalized,” because of her reputation, she came to the well at “high noon” – in the heat of the day – which was not a time when the other women of her village would have gone for water.  The other women would have gone in the cool of the morning, and it would have been somewhat of a “social event” – a time when they could visit with each other, while they waited their turn to draw water.  But this particular woman would have wanted to avoid meeting the other women of the village here, as she would most likely have been “shunned” by them.
So it’s really surprising that a conversation between Jesus and this woman actually happened at all!
“Give me a drink,” Jesus said.  To which the woman replied, “How is it that you, a Jew, ask a drink of me, a woman of Samaria?”  And then, as we read, Jesus told her that he could offer her “living water.”  Literal “living water” is water that flows and runs, in freshness – compared to water in wells and cisterns that might be flat or stagnant.  So the idea of “living water” would have been very appealing.

This well where Jesus and the woman met was probably at least a hundred feet deep and seven feet wide.  And Jesus had nothing with him with which to draw water.  So it’s likely she may have thought Jesus knew about some secret, hidden stream.  Because, you see, she was still in the mindset of literal “water” – of the stuff that would quench her physical thirst.  She was confused about his offer, but Jesus had her interest.  
So Jesus “redirected” the conversation at this point.  “”Go, call your husband, and come back.”  Then the woman answered, “I have no husband.”  And then Jesus let this woman know that he already knew more about her than would have been humanly possible!  “I know.  You’ve had five husbands, and the guy you’re co-habitating with now is just your “live-in!”  Well, at that point, this woman knew she was dealing with someone more than just the average Jewish rabbi!  “Sir, I see that you are a prophet!”
If we think about it, not only would this woman have been surprised that Jesus knew all this about her … but she was probably also surprised that, even knowing this, he still chose to “hang out” with her!  Apparently this Jewish prophet wasn’t too careful about the company he kept!!  
So, since the conversation had moved in a different direction, and she probably wanted to move it away from her own personal life, this woman decided to turn to the topic of religion – always a safe & “non-controversial” subject!  Who was right about the proper place to worship God – the Jews or the Samaritans?  Was Mount Gerizim or the Temple in Jerusalem the right place to worship?  Jesus told her a time would come when it wouldn’t matter about the “physical” location where one worshiped God - because, then, the “true worshipers would worship the Father in spirit and in truth.” 
And I’m sure Jesus knew the direction this conversation would go, and the “door” this would open.  Because the woman indicated to him that she knew the “Messiah” was coming, and that he would make all things known when he arrived on the scene.

And then, Jesus’ revelation of himself – of who he truly was – “I am he, the one who is speaking to you.”  You see, Jesus had just revealed his identity here – not to his disciples, not to his own people, not to the Jewish religious leadership – but to this person – this woman no less, who was a foreigner – a Samaritan – and even an outcast among her own people!!  We don’t even know this woman’s name – and yet Jesus entrusted her with his deepest secret – the truth of who he was!!
At this point, the disciples returned, and the woman left the well and Jesus and went back to her village – back to Sychar.  And she told the folks there about Jesus, and how he knew all about her!  Could this man possibly be the Messiah?!

Well, she’d certainly piqued their interest … and it didn’t take them long to head for that well, and check things out for themselves!
John tells us that many Samaritans from that city – residents of Sychar – believed him to be the Messiah because of this woman’s testimony.  But after “hanging out” with Jesus for two days, they came back and told her, “It’s no longer because of what you said that we believe, for we have heard for ourselves, and we know that this is truly the Savior of the world!”  Not just a great teacher, not just a gifted rabbi, or even a prophet of God … but the “Savior of the world!!”
This woman was honest with Jesus – she admitted the truth about her life.  She didn’t deny what he shared with her that he already knew.  Next, she was open to hear what he had to say, and she accepted as “truth” what Jesus shared with her.  And finally, she was enthusiastic about her encounter with Jesus, and she went and told others about this “truth” that had been made known to her.
I believe this Samaritan woman provides us with a model of how each of us should respond to our encounter with Jesus.  First, we need to be honest and “upfront” with Jesus about our lives – not denying that we’ve sinned, and fallen short of the glory of God.  Not attempting to admit only to the “good,” but to the “bad and the ugly,” as well.  After all, just as he already knew this woman’s story – he already knows about our lives too – what we’ve done, and what we’ve left undone – and all the ways we’ve “missed the mark!”  
Next, like this woman, you and I need to listen to what Jesus has to say to us – through the Word – through His Word – through prayer, through sermons and teachings and Bible studies … all via the revelation of the Holy Spirit … receiving it as “truth.”  And I know I probably don’t need to remind you of this, but today, in many places, the idea of “truth” is not very welcome!!
And then finally, and this is where the “rubber meets the road” with our faith – like this woman – we need to be so excited and so enthusiastic about this “truth” which Jesus has made known to us, that we can’t help but go and tell others!  It should be the natural, next step for us to take – once you and I have received the truth that Jesus is, in fact, the Messiah.  And that he, and only he, can offer us this “living water!”  “Living water” that will well up within us - unto eternal life!  Amen?!

Most of us may have been honest with the Lord about the way our lives have fallen short, and missed the mark.  And most of us have likely received what Jesus has said as “truth” – and have tasted that “living water.”  But, since we’re talking about being honest with the Lord here – when was the last time you went and shared the “truth” about Jesus with someone else?  When was the last time you told your story of your encounter with Jesus, and how the Spirit of God had revealed to you that he truly was the Messiah … and of the “living water” of new, abundant, and eternal life he offers each and every one who comes to him?!

The Church, by its very nature, is meant to grow!  Jesus didn’t tell his disciples to go and start “holy huddles” – and let people wander in by happenstance!  He told them, just as he instructs us today, to go out into the world, to share the “Good News,” to baptize, and to make disciples!
As we continue our journey through Lent, and as we come out on the other side, and celebrate our Lord and Savior’s resurrection, I would challenge each of us individually, and St. Barnabas, as a family of faith – to truly become serious about making the “Great Commandment” and the “Great Commission” our priorities!  The “Great Commandment” – loving God and loving our neighbor, and the “Great Commission” – bringing others into the Kingdom, and making them disciples – helping them to grow in their faith!

This is what “being the Church” is all about!  It’s not about buildings, and programs, and politics, and what I like and what you like – or what we don’t like!  It’s not about anybody’s personal agenda, or human priorities!  It’s, like chapter 2 of the book of Acts says, “And day by day, the Lord added to their number those who were being saved … the Lord added to their number those who were being saved!”  Brothers and sisters, that’s what it’s all about!  … that’s what it’s all about!  Amen?!
There’s a “harvest field” of “lost people” out there … not just across the world in China or India, or in the Middle East … but right outside these doors!  And if we take God and His Word seriously, and I believe we all do - each of us is called to partner with God in drawing these “lost souls” into His Kingdom!  As I close in prayer now, may every one of us commit to living out the Great Commandment, and the Great Commission – individually, and as this station of God’s Church!  

Heavenly Father, thank you that you are no respecter of persons!  Thank you that whether we’re a “woman of Samaria,” or the most respected citizen in our city, your love and offer of “living water” extends to each and every one of us!  Help us to be honest with you about ourselves and our lives – our misplaced priorities and disobedience; help us to receive the Word you speak to us as truth; and help us to be willing to go and tell others about this Messiah we’ve met, and about this “living water” that he, and only he, can offer!  Amen!!        

