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“What?”
Scripture:
Psalm 95:1-7
John 4:5-42 Jesus and the Woman of Samaria
Jesus decided to leave the region of Judea, a region that included
Jerusalem, and head back to the region of Galilee for awhile. Galilee was
where Nazareth was, and also Capernaum, the seaside town where Peter
lived, and where Jesus resided most of the time during his public ministry.
In order to get from the region of Judea and Jerusalem north to
Galilee, you had to pass through the region of Samaria, although many
Jews went extra miles around Samaria to avoid being near those unclean
people. If you associated with a Samaritan, you had to go through
cleansing rituals. If you were a Jew, you might even need to ritually
cleanse yourself just by being in the region of Samaria, even if you didn’t

get near the people. But Jesus decided that they would simply go due

north through Samaria in order to get back to the region of Galilee.
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Along the way, Jesus paused at Jacob’s well to rest and get a drink of
water. When a Samaritan woman came to the well, Jesus asked her for a
drink. Well, to share a cup with a Samaritan was enough to perhaps even
wash your clothes, along with your body, in a ritual cleansing. It was that
bad. It was unheard of. And for a Jewish man to be talking to a woman
was considered inappropriate; even worse for a rabbi; even worse with a
Samaritan woman. Then we find out that the woman was marginalized by
the Samaritans, because her background was hardly squeaky clean. That’s
why she was getting water alone in the heat of the day, rather than with
others in the cool morning.

When the disciples returned and saw Jesus sitting with the Samaritan
woman, the Bible says that they were astonished. It would have only
taken one second for them to understand the huge rules that Jesus was
breaking. They must have frozen in their tracks for a moment. None of
them said a thing, but in their minds, with exclamation points, they must

have thought, “What?!!!” Everything about the picture was wrong. They



wanted to ask Jesus what he was thinking, what he was doing, but they
didn’t dare.

Then, after that, their uncomfortable feelings from seeing Jesus with
the woman must have totally flipped out, because the Samaritan woman
went and brought back many other Samaritans to meet Jesus. The Bible
says that he stayed for two days. Somehow, the Bible doesn’t say that
anything horrible happened to Jesus and his followers for being around
Samaritans so much, though.

It wasn’t coincidence that Jesus went into Samaria. It wasn’t
coincidence that he stopped at the well and shared a cup with a Samaritan
woman; a woman with a reputation. It wasn’t coincidence that they ended
up staying for a couple of days with the Samaritans of the woman’s town.
No, Jesus broke every rule he possibly could, on purpose, to once again
show that God’s ways are not our ways. Instead, Jesus offered to the
Samaritans heaven’s love, God’s wide embrace, and spiritual truth over

worldly understandings and customs.
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After Jesus ascends to heaven, later in the book of Acts, there is a big
meeting about whether Jesus is just for the Jews or not. Luckily, the head
of the meeting, called the Jerusalem Council, decides that Jesus is for non-
Jews, too. Well, we can wonder if the experience in Samaria had
something to do with that decision. Of course, we also all know about the
visit of the magi to the child Jesus; how Jesus was revealed to non-Jews
even way back then in his life. Jesus the rule breaker, but never of
heaven’s ways.

There’s also another interesting section to this passage in John about
Jesus and the Samaritan woman. It too is in keeping with a revelation in
Jesus that expands the hope of heaven beyond what tradition dictates, as to
who is in and who is out; who is ritually clean, and who is unclean.

The Samaritan woman says, “Our ancestors worshiped on this
mountain, but you say that the place where people must worship is in
Jerusalem (you, meaning Jews).” In these words, you hear another way
that the Jews and Samaritans differed. They each claim a place in their

land where God resides; for the Samaritans, on their mountain, and for the



Jews, in their Temple. But Jesus says to her, “Woman, believe me, the
hour is coming when you will worship the Father neither on this mountain
nor in Jerusalem.” Nor in Jerusalem! What?! Those words would have
been considered blasphemy. In fact, they were, when, in the book of Acts,
just before he is stoned to death, Stephen quotes the prophet Isaiah to the
people, saying, “the Most High does not dwell in houses made with human
hands; as the prophet says, ‘Heaven is my throne, and the earth 1s my
footstool. What kind of house will you build for me, says the Lord, or
what is the place of my rest? Did not my hand make all these things?’”

Such words were unthinkable, at least at the time. Instead of people
insisting that they house God, Jesus says to the Samaritan woman, “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.”

God is Spirit and Truth, unhoused, and true worshipers will worship,

not a God who i1s caged in a fancy building, but a God unbound by worldly



presumptions; a God who is accessible to those true worshipers who
worship God in Spirit and in Truth.

Jesus in today’s Gospel reading is busting traditional understandings
wide open. I know that, in John, chapter 14, Jesus says that, “No one
comes to the Father except through me,” but Jesus also says, in chapter 6
of John, “No one can come to me unless drawn by the Father,” and in
another verse in chapter 6, “no one can come to me unless it is granted by
the Father.” Kind of a Catch 22 there. You can’t get to God except
through Jesus, but you can’t get to Jesus except through God.

But the clincher to this confusion comes in John, chapter one, where,
right off the bat, John wants us to know that Jesus and God are one and the
same. Jesus is God. “The Word was with God, and the Word was God.”
John calls Jesus the Creator God. Speaking of Jesus, John says in verse 3,
“All things came into being through him, and without him, not one thing
came into being.”

I know that these various verses of John sound confusing, but

sometimes when our faith feels shaky in its understandings and in its
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certainty, then we are being blessed with an opportunity to widen our faith
as we expand our view of God’s grace. Such a widening is hardly diluting
the faith, however. When Jesus pushes us to see past some previous
understandings, then we are freed to praise God even more; a God of a
widening embrace.

We can’t house God, we can’t claim God, we can’t own God, but we
can bow and worship a God of saving grace who is above us and beyond
us, and yet, with us always. We the baptized are known by name; that
never changes. We the forgiven are offered a Resurrection promise, even
if our minds can’t wrap around this amazing, heavenly grace.

We know all too well that people of this world can still choose a
darkness of their own making; they can still choose ways contrary to God
in this world, but we also can praise God, because we need never doubt
that heaven’s light is more powerful than the darkness of the world. God
1s an infinite source of light and hope. As psalm 121 says, God neither

slumbers nor sleeps.



The hymn is right. “There’s a wideness in God’s mercy like the
wideness of the sea; there’s a kindness in God’s justice, which is more
than liberty... For the love of God is broader than the measures of our
minds; and the heart of the Eternal is most wonderfully kind.”

Holy God, just as I am, without one plea... just as I am you will
receive, will welcome, pardon, cleanse, relieve... just as I am, your love
unknown has broken every barrier down... O Lamb of God, I come, |

come.” Amen.



