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Romans 5:1-5; John 4:3-10

The story of Jesus’ encounter with the Samaritan woman at the well of Sychar is one of my favorites. For eight years at Chautauqua, NY, I told this story on Monday nights as one of the biblical stories in which women played a significant role. There are a number of love stories in the Hebrew Scriptures that have their setting at a well. It was at the well in Haran that Abraham’s servant met Rebecca and brought her back to Isaac. It was at that same well that Jacob saw Rachel for the first time and fell in love. It was at a well in Midian that Moses met his wife-to-be, Zipporah. Jesus’ encounter with the Samaritan woman is perhaps the greatest love story of them all.

The story has a rather strange beginning. We read in John’s gospel, 4:3,4, that Jesus "left Judea and started back to Galilee. But he had to go through Samaria." Remember those words. Samaria was not the usual route for a Jew to return from Judea to Galilee. Jews were more likely to go down through Jericho, across the Jordan River, and up the east side of the Jordan to the Sea of Galilee where they would cross the Jordan into Galilee, thus by-passing the country of the Samaritans, with whom they wanted no dealings. But, for some reason, that day Jesus had to go through Samaria. It must have been on the second day of their journey that he and the disciples arrived at Jacob’s well, about a half mile from the village of Sychar. Knowing that Jesus would appreciate some quiet time alone, the disciples took off for the village to buy some lunch provisions. 

They must have passed this woman, coming up the road by herself towards the well, strange that she would come by herself at noontime. The women of Sychar made their daily trip to the well together in the early morning, the cool of the day. It was a social time for them. But this woman came alone, a social outcast. For she had had five husbands and was now living unmarried with another man. For years I have assumed that this was a woman of ill repute, of moral disfavor. Only in recent years has it been pointed out to me that in that day, it was not the woman who divorced her husband. Only the husband had that privilege, and he could divorce his wife for the least of reasons, for burning his toast. In reality, this woman had been dumped by five men, and the man with whom she was now living had not bothered to legalize the arrangement. 

For whatever reason, she was socially undesirable to the women of the village. So, she came alone in the heat of the day with her water jar. She saw the man sitting there, recognized that he was a Jew by his clothing and proceeded to draw water. Then, he spoke.

"Woman, give me a drink." Startled, she replied, "How is it that you, a Jew, ask drink of me, a Samaritan woman?" "Woman, if you knew who it was that was asking for a drink, you would have asked him for living water." "Sir, you have no bucket, and the well is deep. Where would you get this water?" "Woman, those who drink of this well will thirst again, but those who drink of the water that I give will never thirst. It will become in them a well of water, springing up to life." "Sir, give me this water, that I will not thirst or need to come to draw water." "Go, get your husband and come back." "I have no husband." "You have spoken truly. You have had five husbands, and the man with whom you are living is not your husband." "Sir, I perceive that you are a prophet. You Jews say that Jerusalem is the place to worship God, and we Samaritans say that here, on this mountain, is the rightful place. Who is right?" "Woman, the hour is coming when neither on this mountain or in Jerusalem will they worship. God is spirit and those who worship will worship in spirit and in truth." "Sir, I know that when the Messiah comes, he will tell us everything." Jesus replied, "I am he, the one who speaks with you."

At that, the woman left her water jar and ran back to the village. She passed the returning disciples on the way. They had seen Jesus talking with her from a distance. That disturbed them, but they knew enough by now not to question his doings and set about getting the lunch ready. When they offered him food, he said, "I have food to eat that you know not of. My food is to do the will of the one who sent me and to accomplish God’s work." God’s work for Jesus that day was his meeting with this nameless woman at the well. That is why our story had begun with the words, ’he had to go through Samaria’. He needed no other food now. He had been refreshed in sharing living water, God’s love, with this Samaritan woman.

He went on to say to the disciples. "You say that it’s four months until harvest time. I tell you, look." When they looked down the road, there came the whole village of Sychar, following the woman, who had gone back telling them of the man at the well who knew everything about her, yet loved her. Could this be the Messiah? The disciples had been in Sychar for some time, but it had never occurred to them to tell anyone about the man at the well. It took this despised woman, this outcast, to be the first evangelist, to share the good news. Recently, I read in a Mennonite magazine about this story. The writer said that, having been filled with living water, she had gone back and sloshed all over the village. 

Earlier in our service this morning, we read a passage from Paul’s letter to the Romans in which he speaks of his experience of God’s grace. For Paul had had an experience similar to that of the Samaritan woman, but it came to him from a totally different perspective.. He was a decent man, upright, religious to the nth degree. He knew the scriptures; was a prayerful, dedicated Jew. He kept the law faithfully. He gave to the poor. He worshiped regularly in the synagogue. He lacked only one thing, the assurance that God loved him. And, if being loved by God depended on his doings, his works, there was no end in sight. He would always be in doubt. But then, that day on the road to Damascus, an enemy of the church, heading to persecute where he could, God touched his life in a miraculous, mysterious way. I know not how, but his life was changed. 

He spent the next days in utter confusion, and then a man named Ananias, one of the Jesus people, a follower of the Way, entered the house where he was staying, laid his hands on Saul’s shoulder and said, "Brother Saul". Paul describes his experience in his letter to the Romans. "God poured his love into our hearts through the Holy Spirit that was given to us." On that day, Paul received living water, knew that he was loved by God and proceeded to spend his life, sloshing all over the Mediterranean world. We catch his spirit in those wonderful words in the 8th chapter of Romans:

"If God is for us, who can be against us? He that spared not his own son but gave him up for us all, will be not freely give us all things in him. What will separate us from the love of God? Will hardship, or distress, or persecution, or famine, or nakedness, or peril, or sword:? No, in all these things we are more than conquerors through him who loves us. For I am convinced that neither life nor death, nor angels, nor principalities nor powers, nor things present, nor things to come will be able to separate us from the love of God in Christ Jesus our Lord."

During the moderatorial year, Faith and I had the privilege of having lunch with Fred Rogers, of television fame.. We found him to be a man into whom God had poured his love, and who spent his days sharing that love with others. In her book, The Simple Faith of Mr. Rogers, Amy Hollingsworth tells of daily discipline. He was up every morning at 5:00 a.m. for a time of prayer, Bible-reading and reflection. At 7:30 he went to the local pool for a swim and developed the habit of singing a song from the Taize community that Henry Nouwen had taught him, "Jubilate Deo, Jubilate Deo, Allelluia.". He would sing and then dive into the pool. Upon entering his studio each morning he would pray, "Dear God, let some word that is heard today be Yours." Bob Fay, a reporter for NBC, is quoted in the book as saying that the word ‘God’ was never mentioned on his program. It didn’t have to be. Fred Rogers embodied the words accredited to St. Francis of Assisi, "Preach the gospel at all time....if necessary, use words."

Amy asked him a tough question in the months before his death. "If you had one final broadcast, one final opportunity to address your television neighbors, and you could tell them the single most important lesson of your life, what would you say?" Fred paused for a moment and then said, "Well, I would want those who were listening somehow to know that they had unique value, that there isn’t anybody in the world exactly like them and that there never has been and there never will be. And that they are loved by the Person who created them, in a unique way.

If they would know that and really know it and have that behind their eyes, they could look with those eyes on their neighbor and realize, "My neighbor has unique value, too; there’s never been anybody in the whole world like my neighbor, and there never will be." If they could value that person - if they could love that person - in ways that we know that the Eternal loves us, then I would be very grateful."

It was in that spirit that Fred Rogers shared the living water with his listeners. Thanks be to God for the unconditional love we have come to know in Jesus, living water that is meant to be shared with all. You and I have received this living water. Let’s pass it on.

