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Dear friends in Christ,


I absolutely love the stories from John’s gospel that we are reading this Lenten season.  I love them because they are examples of lives changed by Jesus.  They remind me that the Christian religion is not a set of rules to be followed to live a good life, but a relationship with God that changes us.  And I love them because Jesus uses images from everyday life to teach us these things.  Last week he used the wind to describe the Spirit of God, which blows where it wills, not under our control.  This week it is thirst, which causes us to seek water to renew and refresh us.  Who among us has never been physically thirsty and needed a drink?  Our bodies require fluids to function and survive.  And who among us has not been spiritually thirsty, longing for God’s refreshing presence to be with us?  We need to drink spiritually of God to help us survive and make sense out of our lives.  
This morning we’ve just read this great story of Jesus encountering the Samaritan woman at the well. What can we learn from this meeting?  There is a lot within this story, but I want to focus my thoughts in two areas.  First, that this was no accidental, chance encounter.  God made it happen, just as God brings people and situations to our lives for specific purposes.  And then I want to look at the process of spiritual growth that took place in this woman’s life as she came to faith.  As with Nicodemus last week, we see that faith is not just a one- time decision that suddenly happens, but is often a growth process and a journey that continues throughout our lives.


As a man of faith, I’ve come to believe that there really aren’t any coincidences in life.  I prefer to call them “God-incidences,” or more casually, “God things.” This is the Spirit of God at work to bring things together at certain times and places for God’s purposes.  Unusual things have happened too many times in my life to chalk it up to mere coincidence.  


Some might characterize this meeting of Jesus and the Samaritan woman at the well as a chance happening.  But I don’t think so.  I think God wanted it to happen and brought it about.  For one thing, Jesus and the disciples walked right into the region of Samaria.  That’s strange, because Jews and Samaritans had a long history of avoiding each other.  Even though it was a longer route, Jews would normally walk around Samaria to avoid contact.  And then the lesson says Jesus was alone, having sent his disciples to town to buy food.  Why would 12 men all leave Jesus to buy food?  The last thing most guys like to do is grocery shop.  That, too, seems a little strange to me.


And then there’s the woman.  She’s at the well at noon, during the heat of the day.  That’s not the typical time one goes for water.  It was not unheard of, but it was unusual.  That’s probably why there were no other woman around, at least none that are mentioned.


Was it coincidence that Jesus and this woman met on this day at the well?  I don’t think so.  It was a God-incidence, the Spirit bringing them together at a very important time.  God worked this out, and I believe God continues to do this in our lives in ways we can’t ever predict nor fully explain, but happen nonetheless.


What unfolds is a fascinating process of spiritual growth from which we can all learn.  It begins with Jesus, a thirsty Jewish man, asking this Samaritan woman for a drink.  Jesus initiates the process.  At our noon study on Wednesday a great question was asked.  Does faith bring the Spirit into our lives, or does the Spirit bring faith to our lives?  Where does it start?  Which comes first, faith or the Spirit?  Well, here Jesus starts the process, which leads me to understand it is the work of the Spirit that leads one to faith.


As Jesus starts this process, we see what I’ll call the radical inclusiveness of God.  The woman herself knows that this man is crossing traditional cultural barriers.  Jewish men did not initiate conversations like this with a soloitary Jewish woman.  And they certainly did not do so with Samaritans!  The gospel writer tells us this very plainly.  “Jews do not share things in common with Samaritans.”  Jesus is clearly doing a new thing, and that new thing is to show that God’s love will now be for all people, not just the chosen few that follow the law and rules of Judaism.


And this makes me wonder, 2000 years later, can I be as radically inclusive as Jesus?  Do I only welcome and include some in my life, or do I really welcome all?  Do we as a church community seek to take away barriers for people, or do we leave them up, or build new ones?  Clearly Jesus models inclusiveness here, and though we’re far from perfect, it seems that is the example we are called to follow.

As this process unfolds we next see Jesus talking with this woman about matters of the Spirit, not the physical world.  He talks about providing her living water, water that will cause her never to be thirsty again.


Like Nicodemus in last week’s story, this woman is at first confused.  The word for living water can also mean running water.  She thought that maybe Jesus knew of a spring of running water nearby where she could draw from.  And then she thought, well maybe this man has some source of water available so that I’ll not have to walk back and forth every day to this well, which was hard work.

But Jesus was talking on a deeper, spiritual level.  He wasn’t talking about physical water, but about God’s spirit filling her life, gushing up inside of her and leading to eternal life with God.  Here again, just as with Nicodemus, Jesus is introducing a whole, different way of thinking.  It’s no surprise the woman didn’t get it at first.  Certainly among the Jews, and the Samaritans maintained a lot of Jewish culture as well, you knew God by what you did.  Any sense of God as Spirit, welling up inside of you, had long been lost.  Nicodemus, the Pharisee, didn’t get what Jesus meant when he said he needed to be born from above.  That was on a different plane of thinking than he understood.  Much the same thing is taking place with this woman.  God as Spirit was foreign to her.


We see this further in the lesson when she asks him where is the proper place to worship God?  The Samaritans did so on Mount Gerizim, in Samaria.  The Jews did so in the temple in Jerusalem.  This was a huge divide that separated Jews and Samaritans.  But what does Jesus say?  The physical place no longer matters.  What matter is that those who worship, wherever that may be, do so in spirit and truth. 


Jesus is teaching something radically different than what had become the accepted understanding of the day.  It’s the spirit; it’s not the place, not the rules, not even the physical like water, that matters most.  To know God, is to have the Spirit within.


Well, this was hard for this woman to grasp, and she didn’t at first.  But what seems to move her further in that direction is when Jesus revealed something about himself, by revealing something about her.  Jesus revealed that he knew she had had five husbands, and was now dependent on a man who was not her husband for support.  Now so often our modern ears make the assumption that this woman was some kind of moral failure.   But does it say that?  Maybe she’s been widowed five times, and now has no choice but to depend on this other man to provide for her.  Maybe she’s been divorced several times, because the husband decided to trade her in for a younger model.  Maybe she has been imperfect in some of these relationships.  We don’t really know.  But what we do know is that Jesus doesn’t judge her, but reveals more about who he is when he tells her he knows these things about her.  And how does the woman respond?  “Sir, I see that you are a prophet.”  The Spirit is working in her.  Jesus is not just a thirsty Jewish man.  Now she sees him as a prophet.


This process of faith development takes a significant turn after they had spoken about the right place to worship God.  This language of the Spirit seems to have finally connected when she says to Jesus, “I know that the Messiah is coming.”  Apparently even among the Samaritans, there was this hope for a savior.  And then there is this response of Jesus, “I am he, the one who is speaking to you.”  


Jesus tells her plainly.  He tells this solitary, Samaritan woman, that he is the one.  “I am,” he says.  This is very similar to the divine name for God given to Moses at the burning bush, “I am who I am.” Later in John’s gospel, Jesus will reveal 7 “I am” sayings, including I am the bread of life, I am the light of the world, and I am the good shepherd.  This is the first time in the gospel, to a very unlikely woman, Jesus says, “ I am.”


And this changes this woman’s life, presumably forever.  She leaves her water jar, and goes back to the city.  And I think she’s leaving behind more than her water jar.  She’s leaving behind her whole way of life, just as the disciples left behind everything to follow Jesus.  What once was, is forever changed.  She’s a new person, born of the Spirit, born anew.


The story leaves little doubt of that.  She returns to the city, and tells the people, who, in turn, go to see Jesus.  She’s the first known witness to the one who told her, “I am.”  She pointed to Jesus, and others believed.  And so the story ends, “It is 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.”  

This encounter was no coincidence.  God initiated it for a purpose.  Jesus reached out to the woman, spoke of things of the Spirit, revealed who he was, she came to believe, and , in turn, became  a witness.  The story comes full circle.  It begins with Jesus, and ends with Jesus, the savior of the world.  


Was this just a chance encounter, a Bible story for a time long ago?  I don’t think so.  This is for us, who also seek God’s Spirit, who also long for living water, who also desire to trust in the one who is “I am,” and who also bear witness to the world.  May God fill us today with the same living water, as filled the Samaritan woman at the well, so long ago.  Amen      
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