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Our scripture and our preaching this morning are going to be interlaced,
because this morning’s text is one of those beautiful moments in the
Gospel of John when we have to sit back and appreciate that this gospel
was written by a writer, someone who carefully curated and crafted
stories to get at the truth of who Jesus is. The story of the Jesus and the
Samaritan women at the well, most of the fourth chapter of John, is
probably too long and too beautifully complex for one sermon. But it’s
also too carefully crafted to split into a smaller reading. It presents us
with the really lovely problem of a text that’s too beautiful and complex
to fit in the way we usually hear sermons (a tight 15 minutes). And so,
instead, we’re going to read everything, and take a break at a few key
points to pause and consider what’s beautiful and true in this story.

This is God’s word for us today.
Preacher

Jesus left Judea and started back to Galilee. But he had to go through
Samaria. So he came to a Samaritan city called Sychar, near the plot of
ground that Jacob had given to his son Joseph. Jacob’s well was there,
and Jesus, tired out by his journey, was sitting by the well. It was about
noon.

Woman

A Samaritan woman came to draw water,



Jesus

and Jesus said to her, “Give me a drink.” (His disciples had gone to the
city to buy food.)

Woman

The Samaritan woman said to him, “How is it that you, a Jew, ask a
drink of me, a woman of Samaria?” (Jews do not share things in
common with Samaritans.)

John’s Gospel is trying to convince readers that Jesus is the Messiah.
And John the writer is smart, John knows people like flashy stuff. It gets
their attention.

So, John gives the people what they want, flashy stories to get our
attention. The stories in the first half of John’s Gospel are, mostly,
miracles and signs. The proof of who Jesus is. But, in the midst of all
that wonder, we get two tight scenes where Jesus sits down for a one on
one with someone.

First, in chapter 3, is Nicodemus, who comes to Jesus at night. The
setting is holy and generative, but it’s also driven by Nicodemus’s need
for secrecy. He’s a big important guy in the Jewish power structure, and
he has to be careful. So, the meeting happens away from prying eyes,
and the discourse gets deep and philosophical, and maybe in the end
Nicodemus has more questions than answers (not a bad thing) so he
departs, still in that rich, generative darkness, with lots to think about.
(And let’s give him credit for the thinking, because we will meet
Nicodemus again in chapter 19, when he and Joseph of Aramathea are
the two power-players who pull strings behind the scenes to make sure
Jesus’s body is buried with dignity.)

But then, in chapter 4, we get a second conversion and it’s a contrast to
Nicodemus. (day and night, literally).



And Jesus, left unchaperoned by the disciples, has this conversation with
a woman. (Here’s a spot to notice what a clever storyteller the gospel
writer is: this conversion would have been impossible if the disciples
hadn’t left Jesus unchaperoned. You’d think they would know better,
realize that he can get up to some trouble without them around to keep
him within the bounds of propriety...)

It’s not nighttime, it’s high noon.

This woman is the opposite of Nicodemus. A woman, in a poor middle
of nowhere town, a Samaritan (in other words, outside of polite Jewish
society), someone whose life has not been easy.

In John 3, Nicodemus is the one who starts the conversation. In John 4,
Jesus is the one who starts off the conversation.

It’s hard to see at night because of the lack of light. But high noon in a
mediterranean climate on a day when it’s hot enough that you ask
someone for a drink of water? That’s another version of blinding.

It is surprising, it is meant to be surprising, that Jesus engages this
woman. It’s even shocking that this woman engages Jesus. They both
know the rules. There’s even a little hint of intimacy in the setting: if you
are reading this story, and you have the Hebrew Scriptures tucked into
your memory, you might remember that a well is the setting for three
important marriage arrangement scenes in the Hebrew Scriptures: Moses
and Jochabed, Isaac and Rebekah; Jacob and his wives all get their start
at wells.

Sure, they’re alone when this begins, but they are alone at the well, and
anyone could come along at any time.

So, as we sit with that impropriety, think about this, we can place
ourselves in the position of the woman, we are the ones who are outside,
whom Jesus is willing to engage. Or we can place ourselves with the



disciples, we know the rules of engagement, and we’re a little horrified
at who Jesus will talk to.

And maybe the best option is to make sure we are always able to go
back and forth between those two positions in the story. Because the gift
here 1s that reminder: Jesus comes into the world with a graciousness
that will both welcome us and challenge us.

We continue at verse 10
Jesus

Jesus answered her, “If you knew the gift of God, and who it is that is
saying to you, 'Give me a drink’ you would have asked him, and he
would have given you living water.”

Woman

The woman said to him, “Sir, you have no bucket, and the well is deep.
Where do you get that living water? Are you greater than our ancestor

Jacob, who gave us the well, and with his sons and his flocks drank from
1t?”

Jesus

Jesus said to her, “Everyone who drinks of this water will be thirsty
again, but those who drink of the water that I will give them will never
be thirsty. The water that I will give will become in them a spring of
water gushing up to eternal life.”

Woman

The woman said to him, “Sir, give me this water, so that I may never be
thirsty or have to keep coming here to draw water.”

Jesus

Jesus said to her, “Go, call your husband, and come back.”



Woman
The woman answered him, “I have no husband.”
Jesus

Jesus said to her, “You are right in saying, ‘I have no husband’ for you
have had five husbands, and the one you have now is not your husband.
What you have said is true!”

Woman

The woman said to him, “Sir, I see that you are a prophet. Our ancestors
worshiped on this mountain, but you say that the place where people
must worship is in Jerusalem.”

Jesus

Jesus said to her, “Woman, believe me, the hour is coming when you
will worship the Father neither on this mountain nor in Jerusalem. You
worship what you do not know; we worship what we know, for salvation
is from the Jews. But the hour is coming, and is now here, when the true
worshipers will worship the Father in spirit and truth, for the Father
seeks such as these to worship him. God is spirit, and those who worship
him must worship in spirit and truth.”

Woman

The woman said to him, “I know that Messiah is coming” (who is called
Christ). “When he comes, he will proclaim all things to us.”

Jesus
Jesus said to her, “I am he, the one who 1s speaking to you.”

If the first surprise here in this dialogue is that Jesus is the one who starts
the conversation, the second surprise is that this woman turns out to be
quite the conversational sparring partner for Jesus. And it’s not just that



she has questions about the way Jesus is speaking in metaphors. She’s
actually pretty smart: what bugs her about the idea of living water isn’t
that she doesn’t understand it, it’s that she thinks Jesus has an inflated
ego. “Are you saying you’re better than our ancestor, Jacob?!?”

What she’s really saying is, “Who do you think you are?”” (If this
conversation had happened with spectators, and she could give an aside
to the audience, you can imagine her saying, “Can you believe this

guy?1?”)

It almost becomes humorous, like they are speaking past each other.
Jewish and Samaritan religious beliefs were connected, but a little
different. So, Jesus is talking Jewish theology and she’s talking
Samaritan theology, and the whole conversation feels sort of like they
are running next to each other in parallel lines that never quite touch.
But the lines start to run together when Jesus gets very personal with her.
“Go get your husband.”

And the truth comes out that she has had five husbands. Now, I think it’s
a mistake to assume this detail means she was a woman of ill repute or
with loose morals. (Partly because, later in the story, when she goes into
the village to round people up, they come with her. She does come
across as someone who others trust.) But it was a hard thing, in that
society, to be a woman. You really needed to be married, or to be the
mother of a son, to survive, to be cared for. And peasant life was rough.
So there’s just as likely a scenario where she was the woman in the
village whose husbands kept dying or disappearing. Maybe what the
other villagers said about her behind her back was not gossip about
scandal; maybe it was more an obnoxious form of pity, mixed with
whispered gratitude that one wasn’t as unlucky as her.)



But notice this. The theology becomes less important when she realizes
that Jesus SEES her for who she is. Jesus wants to be in relationship
with her (he’s the one who starts the conversation.) And maybe this
conversation is a little bit of a miracle, a sign and wonder, given that
Jesus does this neat trick of telling the woman what he knows about her
life. He’s a prophet! But that’s still not exactly what John wants us to
find out, and the woman keeps challenging Jesus: he tells her something
deep about herself, and she pushes back at him with even more questions
about who he actually is.

We only know who Jesus really 1s if we stick with the conversation, if
we stay 1in relationship, if we look past the miracles and signs and
wonders for a glimpse of God’s heart.

We continue at verse 27.
Preacher

Just then his disciples came. They were astonished that he was speaking
with a woman, but no one said, “What do you want?” or “Why are you
speaking with her?”

Woman

Then the woman left her water jar and went back to the city. She said to
the people, “Come and see a man who told me everything I have ever
done! He cannot be the Messiah, can he?”

Preacher

The people left the city and were on their way to him. Meanwhile the
disciples were urging him, “Rabbi, eat something.”

Jesus

But he said to them, “I have food to eat that you do not know about.”



Preacher

So the disciples said to one another, “Surely no one has brought him
something to eat?”

Jesus

Jesus said to them, “My food is to do the will of him who sent me and to
complete his work. Do you not say, 'Four months more, then comes the
harvest’ But I tell you, look around you, and see how the fields are ripe
for harvesting. The reaper is already receiving wages and is gathering
fruit for eternal life, so that sower and reaper may rejoice together. For
here the saying holds true, 'One sows and another reaps.’ I sent you to
reap that for which you did not labor. Others have labored, and you have
entered into their labor.”

Preacher

Many Samaritans from that city believed in him because of the woman’s
testimony, “He told me everything I have ever done.” So, when the
Samaritans came to him, they asked him to stay with them; and he
stayed there two days. And many more believed because of his word.
They said to the woman, “It is no longer because of what you said that
we believe, for we have heard for ourselves, and we know that this 1s
truly the Savior of the world.”

The final surprise in the encounter is one for the disciples. When they
return and figure out what is going on, there’s some pearl clutching.
What is Jesus doing talking to this woman? This Samaritan woman?
He’s already insisted on traveling through Samaria (Jews avoided this if
possible, and if you know your Bible geography, going through Samaria
was not the most direct route for the journey they were taking. But Jesus
had insisted.) But now he’s been chatting up some random woman he



found at the well, and suddenly the whole village is coming out to see
what’s going on.

The disciples think they understand the work they are called to (follow
the Messiah, redeem Israel). Jesus is the Messiah for them, for their
community. Meeting with Nicodemus in the middle of the night is one
thing. Hanging out with Samaritans is not what they expect.

They are thoroughly confused. This is not what they expected. It’s out of
bounds, and beyond what they could ever have imagined. The disciples
don’t say another word in this story. They don’t ask questions; they don’t
try to reason through what Jesus has just explained. So, we don’t know
what questions they asked. We don’t know if they grumbled amongst
themselves, or if they just accepted the situation.

Instead, the whole scene 1s overwhelmed by the entire village of
Samaritans insisting that Jesus and the disciples stay with them. The
detour becomes a visit, a relationship, and many more people believe
Jesus.

We Presbyterians are part of a Protestant tradition that doesn’t get into
scriptural fan fiction so much, which I honestly think is too bad, because
early Christians often did tell stories that continued the narratives that
made it into the Bible. Some of them were probably based on oral
tradition, some maybe just speculation or wishful thinking. But here’s a
fun little piece of storytelling that builds on this tale. After John 4, we
don’t hear about this woman again. (In fact, notice how she never even
gets named here. But, in Orthodox Christian traditions especially, there’s
a whole life built out from this story. There’s a tradition that this woman
goes on to be a leader of Christians among the Samaritans, in when she
is baptized, she takes the name “Photina,” which in Greek means,
“Enlightened or Illuminated One”



And so, the woman who meets Jesus at the well becomes Photina, the
one who was able to see Jesus, illuminated, in the full light of day, as the
Messiah. And the one who was enlightened enough to inspire her whole
community to see Jesus as well.

And that enlightenment comes not from understanding perfectly, exactly,
who Jesus is. It comes not from getting all of the theology right or fully
comprehending what it means.

The enlightenment about who Jesus comes from encountering Jesus, and
fully engaging with him, in a way that is honest, in a way that allows us
to ask questions, but most importantly, in a way that puts us into
relationship with Emmanuel, the one whom God has sent to be with us.

And here’s the point in this story where I think my brain breaks a little.
John’s Gospel is carefully written by an author who is telling a story. It’s
not just a collection of things the author remembers about Jesus, it’s
carefully written to help us, like the people of that Samaritan village,
*believe™ in Jesus.

But every once in a while, when you’re reading the Gospel of John, it
feels like the author does something really sneaky and almost steps off
of the page to tell you something I never noticed until spending time
with the story again this week. But this is another spot. The woman at
the well, Photina, returns to the village to tell her neighbors a story about
Jesus, because she wants them to believe in who Jesus really is.

John, remember, is writing, crafting, this whole Gospel, telling its
readers, telling us a story, because he wants us to believe in Jesus. But
listen again to what the villagers say, after Jesus stays with them for
several days, “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.”
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It’s as if John stepped off the page to remind us, you can read this book
I’m writing, you can listen to the stories I’m telling. But it’s not the
stories that will convince you. It’s the relationship. And Jesus still comes
to meet with us, in the bright light, during the dark nights, in the
community that surrounds us, in the people we would never expect. The
faithful response is to stay in the relationship, to stay in the conversation,
even when it’s uncomfortable and breaks apart all of our expectations
about how God will meet us.
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