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Sermon. “The woman at the well.”

Friday, May 06, 2005
John in his Gospel tells us that many years ago IN THE HEAT OF THE

MID-DAY SUN a man met a woman at Jacob’s well----just beyond the edge of the town of SYCHAR, at the foot of Mount Gerazim---in mid Palestine.

They WERE total strangers----not only because they have never met before—

But because they should never be meeting at all.
He is a JEW, who is traveling through foreign rerritory.

She is a SAMARITAN on home ground.

Allthough they were racially and territorially CLOSE KIN they were far apart in affection.

Their peoples had been at loggerheads with each other for centuries---THE BARRIERS BETWEEN THEM ALMOST INSURMOUTABLE.
What will be the outcome of this PARTICULAR encounter?

Will these 2 people be overwhelmed by the differences between them?

OR

Will they rise above their mutual hostility?

Of course the man is not just any man-----for that matter the Samaritan is not just any woman.

In writing the story John is anxious to tell us who Jesus is----He is the Messiah-----the Saviour of all peoples.

And the woman?
Well let’s follow John’s story, as he describes the scene.

Jesus was sitting by the well when the Samaritan woman came down the path from Sychar to draw water.
When she saw Him she hesitated……for by the white fringe of His coat SHE KNEW HE WAS A JEW.

The SAMARITANS wore blue; there could be no mistake.
AS SHE PAUSED, Jesus spoke in those haunting exquisite words:-

“Give me a drink, please!”

ASTONISHED--------disarmed, and half doubting her ears, the woman responded to His request, and said with a twist of sarcasm:-
“YOU, a JEW, must be very thirsty indeed---to be asking me to give you water-------ME, a Samaritan, and a woman!!!”

Having confused her by asking for a drink, JESUS THEN FURTHER INTRIGUES HER BY SUGGESTING THAT IF SHE KNEW His real identity she would ask Him for LIVING WATER.

Puzzled--,but interested--,she takes Him literally.

AND half laughingly suggests:-  IT WOULD BE VERY CONVENIENT TO POSSESS WATER WHICH DID’NT HAVE TO BE FETCHED DAILY IN THE HEAT OF THE MID-DAY SUN.
“But how can you provide it?

“You don’nt even have a rope or a bucket!”
“Where will you get this living water?”

“Are you greater than our father Jacob who gave us this well?”

Jesus returned her smile—FOR SHE HAD GIVEN HIM THE OPENING HE NEEDED.

He began to tell her of that longing for God which comes to our hearts LIKE THIRST TO OUR BODY.
----Pointing out to her that water from Jacob’s well could not satisfy that LONGING.
BUT HE COULD,
 AND THAT IT WOULD BE LIKE……
a spring that never failed , welling up within one cleansing, refreshing and regenerating the whole being.
Still interpreting His words literally, she said eagerly;-
“Sir, give me this water—so that I won’t thirsty.

So that I need’nt come all this way each day.”

Now at this point,  it must be apparent to you all that at the heart of this word play, AND PARTIALLY CONCEALED by His use of Jewish pictorial language Jesus is stating what for Him is a fundamental truth:-
THAT IN THE HUMAN HEART THERE IS A THIRST FOR SOMETHING ONLY GOD CAN SATISFY.

Can this truth be substantiated?

I am quite sure that it can!!
In 1949 T.S.Elliott wrote a play entitled “The Cocktail Party.”

One of the chief characters is Celia Copplestone, a sensitive and able poetess.

For some time she was the mistress of a married man.
AND THEN there arose within her a strong sense of sin DESPITE THE FACT THAT SHE HAD ALWAYS BEEN TAUGHT TO DISBELIEVE IN SIN.
BUT, the sense of sin that oppressed her was not “sin in the ordinary meaning of the term………being immoral……….it went deeper than the personal sense of wrongdoing.”
 And after thinking over and over about her affair with Edward the married man-------She tells Sir Henry Harcourt Reilly---the Psychiatrist to whom she went for help:-
It’s not the feeling of anything I’ve ever done,
Which I might get away from……(or of anything in me
I could get rid of)………[but of emptiness—of failure

Towards someone, or something outside of myself]

AND I FEEL I MUST……atone:… IS that the word?

Can you treat a patient for such a state of mind?

Sitting before the Psychiatrist, she continues her plea:-

I want to be cured

Of a craving for something I cannot find

And the shame of never finding it.

You see, I think I really had a vision of something

Though I don’nt know what it is.  I don’nt want to forget it.

I want to live with it:  I could do without everything

Put up with any thing, if I might Cherish it.

REPEAT.

ALL TRUE ART holds up as it were a mirror to life—and in the character of CELIA COPPLESTONE Elliott is reflecting the experience of innumerable folk.

Oh!, they have no definite sense of sin as we have been taught to understand it---

-BUT--they have this intense inner feeling of emptiness---of failure to find in life what deep in their hearts they know they ought to have found.
AND they are prepared to taste all kinds of experience in the attempt to find it.

---Looking for inner peace—for poise and serenity----but alas!..looking for it in almost any place BUT THAT IN WHICH IT MAY BE FOUND.

One recalls that moment in Shakespeare’s play “Macbeth”--- when Macbeth puts a question to the Doctor about his wife:-

Can’st thou not minister to a mind diseased

Pluck from the memory a rooted sorrow
Raise out the written troubles of the brain
And with some sweet oblivious andidote

Cleanse the stuffed bosom of the perilous stuff

Which weighs upon the heart?

“MORE NEEDS SHE THE DIVINE THAN A PHYSICIAN.”

---says the good Doctor.

And in that answer we have the truth.

That is what St. Augustine meant when he said:-

“God has made us for Himself and our hearts are restless till they rest in Him.”

SURE TIS TRUE-----There is a thirst which only Jesus can satisfy.

But let us return to our main story.

Half in jest and with a kind of humorous contempt about eternal things-----the Samaritan woman said to Jesus:-

“Sir give me this mysterious water…this living water…..so that I won’t ever get thirsty.”

BUT JESUS REACTS SHARPLY TO HER BANTER.

He does’nt say in so many words—
WHY HAVE YOU COME DRAWING WATER

ALONE  AT THIS HOUR OF THE DAY AVOIDING OTHER WOMEN?

HE INPLIES IT.

Suddenly He jolted her to her senses with one single sentence.
It was not unkind; everything He said to the woman was kind.

Still it was a sentence that must have hit the woman like a sudden slap in the face and at once have exposed her serious failings and sense of guilt.

“Why don’t you go and call your husband and come back here.”
Flustered and ashamed—she stammered:-

“I don’t have a husband.”

“How many lovers have you had?” 5. 6.?

And you watch the woman get angry.  UNDERSTANDABLY SO…

being probed by Jesus about her sex life.

BUT….she’s already had 5 husbands, and the man she is now living with is not her husband!!
Psychologists would say to-day :- “she’s got a pathological incapacity for sustaining relationships.”
She does’nt seem to be able to stick with anyone

OR ELSE

They are not able to stick with her.

Nobody has ever taken her seriously OR loved her for long.

She’s a woman who has been rejected.

She’s a woman who has been left.

She’s a woman who clearly in our terms has been abused.

THAT’S THE STORY OF HER LIFE.

And Jesus knew that story in all it’s details.

And the woman was aware that He knew…….Aware too that this man did’nt increase her sense of shame with words of condemnation.

He did’nt reprimand.  He did’nt walk away from her in disgust.

He did’nt dismiss her as an upstart Samaritan.
But merely stated how things were.
You’ve had 5 husbands and now you are living with someone to whom you are not married.

NOW that He was getting close to her real identity WATCH WHAT SHE DOES!! ---for she is not yet ready to admit to her situation.

“Ah!”, she said,”your fathers worship in the Temple in Jerusalem.”

“our fathers worship here on this mountain”

“WHERE IS THE PROPER PLACE TO WORSHIP?”
Jesus is talking about her restless sex life----

---and she wants a seminar on LITURGY!!

When people get too close to the sensitive area we wish TO HIDE, we all want to take a helicopter out of the conversation and move to a less painful subject.

IT IS SO IS’NT IT ?

When people get close to who you really are YOU BECOME AFRAID….

Because sometimes we think IF people really knew us for who we really ARE ……they could NEVER LOVE US.

  So we keep ourselves secret and we walk through life like a mobile secret.

SCARED that nobody would really love somebody LIKE US.
The Samaratan woman is one such a person, hiding her true self on every occasion.

But Jesus is so patient with her.
He follows her cue and talks about worship.

But He is not concerned about the proper place to worship God:

He is more concerned that the worship of God be done inspirit and in truth.

SO He leads the conversation with this woman back to where it was.

THE TRUTH.

Pointing out that those who worship God MUST DO IT BY OFFERING THEIR VERY BEING—THEIR SPIRIT----THEIR TRUE SELVES IN ADORATION.

THERE MUST BE NO PRETENCE.
For how can you worship God if you don’t face the truth about yourself?
The woman said, “I don’t know about that.

I DO KNOW that the Messiah is coming.

When He comes, we’ll get the whole story.”

“I AM HE,” said Jesus. “You don’t have to wait any longer OR look any further.”
Jesus is reluctant to admit even to His own people He is the Christ.
But He tells this outsider who He is.

And in telling her He gives Himself AWAY TO HER.

He gives her the LIVING WATER.
At first, the enormity of His claim puzzled her --BUT-THEN IT delighted HER.
For she now saw  with new eyes.

And she saw clearly that this was indeed THE MESSIAH OF GOD.
The stranger was a stranger no more.

For when friendship grows the sense of distance fades;

FAITH AND TRUST take the place of doubt and hesitation.

NOW she could see the way that would lead to a complete transformatiom of her whole being.
She was glad.

Glad as she had never been before.

And her gladness could not be contained.

Like a happy child she could not keep from running up the lane to the village.

Breathless she arrives.

She calls the villagers together to tell the story.

She does’nt keep her experience a secret.

ALL IN A TORRENT DHE POURS OUT HER TALE.

You can almost hear her shouting to the crowd.

“OH!! I’ve met a man!”-------and people saying :-

“O God , not another one.”

And she says, “ NO NO I’ve met a man….”

Can you imagine meeting a man who knows everything about you but still accepts you.

GOSH!!.....What a man!!

“He’s the Messiah.”

You must come and meet Him and bring Him back to the village before He disappears for ever.

SHE BECOMES THE Evangelist to the community and John finishes the Gospel of that story with these words:-
Many of the Samaritans in that town believed in Jesus because the woman had said, “He told me everything I have ever done.

So when the Samaritans came to Him, they begged Him to stay with them and Jesus stayed there Two days.

Many more believed because of His message, and they told the woman,

“We believe now, not because of what you said, BUT BECAUSE WE OURSELVES HAVE HEARD HIM, AND WE KNOW THAT HE REALLY IS THE SAVIOUR OF THE WORLD.

IN OTHER WORDS THEY GO INTO THEIR OWN RELATIONSHIP WITH JESUS.
Her experience of Jesus gave her authority to speak to her neighbours about Him

I met a man who told me everything about myself.
Most of us would be horrified by that.

But she’s not horrified by that.

What qualifications has that woman got to speak about Jesus?

“I met Him

I heard Him

I spoke to Him

And he’s changed my life

THAT’S MY AUTHORITY.”

Not because she’s got a degree in Theology

She’s got the authority of EXRERIENCE.

When she speaks about Jesus she consults her experience.

Not a book.

And it is out of that experience she speaks about Jesus of Nazareth to other people.

IT IS FAIRLY SHOCKING WHEN YOU CONSIDER THE CHARACTERS THE EVANGELIST PUTS BEFORE US—

AND SAYS TO US
TAKE NOTES FROM HER,OR TAKE NOTES FROM HIM
BECAUSE

THESE ARE PEOPLE

Who in spite of being wounded—or stupid ---or desperate
They’ve got something to say to us about JESUS

And the something is at the heart of the Gospel.

GOD give us the grace to listen and respond.

Let us pray.:-

Lord, when I look at life may I see through your eyes,

Sensitively.
Lord when I hear men and women speak may I listen with your ears,

Attentively.
Lord when I speak to men and women may I use your words,

Thoughtfully.

Lord, when I use my hands may I give your hands, 

Caringly.

Lord, as I live each day may I walk with you,

Lovingly.

HYMN NUMBER ____________
BENEDICTION.
May Almighty God dispose your days in His peace,

And grant you the gift of His blessing.
May He set you free from all anxiety,

And settle your minds in tranquility and peace

That adorned with the jewels of faith, hope and love
You may pass without harm through this present life,

And come in safety to your eternal home.

The Grace of the Lord Jesus Chriet.

The love of God the Father.

And the fellowship of the Holy Spirit

Be with each one of us, now and always.
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