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Let us pray:  Gracious and Loving God, as we approach the well of living water, we pray that you might meet us there.  As we dip our buckets into the depths of our being, may we draw up that which makes us who we are to listen for a Word of hope and grace.  Startle, O God, through the mystery and wonder of encounters you have had with those who have come before us.  Amen.  
As I was reading the text this week, meditating on what the story of the woman at the well might bring to us, I began to think about the ways different ways in which people encounter Jesus and how Jesus reacts to each of them.  For example, take Nicodemus.  He sought after Jesus in the night to ask clarifying questions.  Being a learned man, a leader of the Jews, he couldn’t quite wrap his brain around the idea of believing the spirit.  Jesus, as plainly as he could reminded him “the wind blows where it chooses, and you hear the sound of it, but you do not know where it comes from or where it goes.  So it is with everyone who is born of the Spirit.” As patiently and plainly as Jesus could, he explained to Nicodemus the gift of the Spirit has been subtly given to all…regardless of earthly paradigms or restrictions yet communicating within the frame-work that a practical man could understand.
And, this week, we will hear the story of Jesus’ encounter with the Samaritan woman at the well. Another expression of God so loving the world, as explained in verse 3:16.  A simple woman, a grieving or abandoned woman, perhaps an ashamed woman, comes to the well for water at noonday and she stumbles upon this Jewish man who asks her for a drink of water.  She knows not who he is at first.  Yet, through their honest interaction, she comes to feel the gift of his Spirit.  This story is wrought with mystery intertwined with clarity as the woman and Jesus dance among the lines of knowing and being know.
This story is a wealth of experience and love to gain.  In this woman’s story, this leg of Jesus’ journey, we are granted glimpses into our own experiences and I would encourage you to listen for that which speaks to you. Anna Carter Florence, a preaching professor at Columbia Theological Seminary, encourages us to enter into this text as being thirsty, feeling the emptiness of the jug, feeling the heat and loneliness of the noonday as we feel this emptiness, to drink.  Feel our buckets dip down into the well and to pay attention to what is brought up, as the stranger continues to speak.

This story of her encounter with Jesus is steeped in grace, shown both by her AND Jesus and my hope is that we might leave this church building this morning, continuing to ponder this transformation of revealed identity.   I would encourage you to take your pew Bible and keep it out…let’s take a walk through this text and see if we can hear about this woman’s experience of knowing and being known and loved.
Friends, our gospel reading this morning is a long one….so, get comfortable…we’ve got a lot to get through and it’s going to be a comparably long sermon.  Only kidding.  If you’d like to follow along, it can be found on page ____ in your pew Bible.

Let us listen for a Word: John 4: 5-42

This is the Word of the Lord…thanks be to God.

This story begins with Jesus, tired and thirsty, sitting by the well.  A Samaritan woman approaches the well and Jesus initiates conversation with her.  “Give me a drink,” he says.  And she responds with a clarifying question.  “Are you sure?” she says. “I am a Samaritan woman and typically, Jewish men do not partake in that which Samaritans do…but, if you’re sure...”  She clarifies that he is OK to drink from her bucket and underneath her clarifying question, Jesus sees her servant heart.  Jesus, the one who is thirsty, in his cryptic and evangelical style, responds to her by offering her the living water.   

He takes the opportunity to utilize the metaphor of their setting to share with her the good news.  She is at the well to draw water, sustaining water to drink, to cook with, to survive on.  And, he shares with her an idea of living water.  It’s a bit confusing that he speaks of himself in the 3rd person but he begins to explain to her who he is and that he has something she needs.  She, rather quickly, recognizes that this water that she draws for him is physical water but he explains that there is water that she could draw upon to truly quench her thirst.  Now, take note of verse 15 “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.’”…We will circle back to this in a bit.   
In verses 16 and 17, they’re conversation moves beyond the metaphor of water and becomes more personal.  Jesus calls her out and she is honest with him.  And, Jesus doesn’t bat an eye of judgment.  With near elation, Jesus affirms her claim that she does not have a husband and tells her of her past experiences. She brought her whole self to the well, to this encounter with Jesus and he appreciates her honesty, her wholeness.

She comes to the well at noon.  This would have been unusual as the habit of collecting water from the well, being hard labor, would take place during cooler hours of the day.  There are many speculations as to why she would go to the well at noon.  Some say she went to the well at noon because she was ostracized or shunned from the community because of her transgressions and therefore, had to draw water from the well at a different time from everyone else.  But, I tend to disagree with that.  I’m not so sure she was ostracized or shunned, nor do I believe this text is about transgressions. 

Traditionally, she has been interpreted as a prostitute, a whore, someone shunned from the community because of her many relationships with men, but the text is clear in articulating that these men in her life are husbands…not patrons, not boyfriends, they are husbands.  Now, there is not much scholarship on Samaritan marriage laws however, we do know they were largely based on Jewish law.  Therefore, we can assume that there were marriage laws in place and that the men that Jesus speaks of as her husbands, were, in fact, husbands by law.  So, at this point in her life, perhaps she was widowed or divorced or left behind.  A woman does not have autonomy, the protection and worth of each of these men has been intimately intertwined with her identity.  Therefore, grief must be attached to her story, perhaps shame and perhaps that is what drives her to this well at this time of the day.  And, this well at this time, represents for her that which she feels she has to hide.  It is this is the well, this symbol of grief, of shame, of fear that she does not want to return to, as seen in verse 15.

Perhaps she came to the well at this hour knowing no one would be there.  There wouldn’t be other women to contend with, people to explain yet another situation to, to expose her shame to.  She tells Jesus, as perhaps she would the other women of the community, that she does not have a husband.  He appreciates her honesty and indicates to her that he knows she has had 5 husbands and that the man she is currently living with is not her husband.    
Know and be known and loved…

And, Jesus offers living water to this woman who has had 5 husbands and currently is living with a man that is not her husband.  He sees her…the whole her.  He sees not just that which she presents but all of who she is without hesitation.  In her honesty, exposed to Jesus and attuned to his love, rather than the judgment she must have interpreted from others, she eagerly asks where she might find this water.  As Karoline Lewis of Luther Seminary explains, “she recognizes that Jesus has something that she needs and is able to ask for what Jesus has to offer, rather than question the possibility,” like, say, Nicodemus did.  I’ll repeat that…“she recognizes that Jesus has something that she needs and is able to ask for what Jesus has to offer, rather than question the possibility.” She does not want to come back to this well again, this place of shame and grief, this place that represents that which she feels she has to hide.  She wants to be free to be known, fully know, and loved just the same and in that moment meeting Jesus, she is.
So, she seizes the moment.  Being a faithful woman and aware of the world around her, she seizes the moment.  After showing intention to serve him a drink of much needed water, she sees that he is a prophet and asks the most pressing theological question that has separated the Jews and Samaritans for centuries…where is God to be worshipped?  On the mountain or in Jerusalem?  
Which, as a side note, makes me wonder what it would be that I would want to ask the prophet if I stumbled upon him at the well. What might you ask the prophet at the well?  What divisions do you see and seek an answer for? …something to think about…  
And, it is to be noted here that Jesus responds with an answer that does not belittle her, that does not treat her as a nameless woman.  She sees him, possibly a prophet, possibly the Christ.  And, he sees her for the dynamic woman she is; someone who does the chores of the household; someone who harbors grief and/or shame; someone who is a concerned citizen; and she is now the first person to hear the words from his mouth, “I Am.”  Fairness in conversation, mutuality of engagement and through allowing herself to be known, she receives the riches of grace and goes to share the gift with others. She knows the Messiah is coming, the Christ, and she’s also contemplating this sensation of love, this sensation of worthiness emanating from this man before her as they speak.
Just as they are wrapping up their conversation, the disciples approach, back from finding food to eat.  And, this is a meaningful moment here…it is in what they don’t say.  They do not say what she expects them to say.  Though they were astonished that Jesus was speaking with this Samaritan woman, they did not verbalize their shock.  Therefore, she did not hear a scolding for being there; she did not feel belittled or looked down upon as she had felt in the past.  She didn’t feel any longer that she needed to hide from anyone and so she leaves her jug behind and went back to the city to share with the people of the community what she has experienced.  She didn’t need their approval to speak.  She didn’t need to hide from them who she was.  She left her empty jug behind and as a person full of gifts and griefs, she went to go tell of this experience of having her humanity and dignity recognized.  Her whole identity had been revealed and was met with love and acceptance.
Now, some claim that she gains a new identity in Christ and I would challenge you to think about this.  On the one hand, I can see that her new identity is in Christ; she sees herself in a grace-filled light as opposed to a shameful darkness.  However, on the other hand, I wonder if it’s more of receiving a gift of grace to bless her full existing identity.  I would welcome conversation about this but, it seems to me that her basic circumstances didn’t change. We don’t know for sure but we can assume that she didn’t become an independent woman…leaving the man she was living with to start up her own ministry of spreading the Word to the masses.  But, by drinking from the well of living water, she has now discovered that not simply a portion of her life was valued (such as her ability to draw water from Jacob’s well), but that her whole being was valued.

She says to the people, “Come and see a man who told me everything I have ever done!  He cannot be the Messiah, can he?”  Now, the Greek here for her last question, found in verse 29 of “He cannot be the Messiah (or the Christ), can he?” is quite interesting.  Her question is posed in the negative, meaning, she’s not simply asking out of curiosity, but almost disbelief.  He can’t be it, can he? Is the Lord among us or not?  I ask you…is the Lord among us, or not? And, I wonder if it was important to her or not that that man was the Christ. I wonder if that the gift of love of her whole self was more important to her than knowing the Christ was walking the earth among them.  Perhaps that man simply symbolized for her what the love of God is and what the living water can provide a thirsty woman.
Twice (in verses 29 and 39), she tells of how Jesus has told her of all she has done.  Twice, she brings the elephant of her life into the room, shows honesty and realism about who she is and she shares what she has with the community anyways.  The Spirit which has been offered to them had taken root in this woman and she shared it with those around her.  She didn’t keep it for herself, to make only her feel better about herself.  She shared the gift of this Spirit, this living water, as she shared the water of the well with Jesus.  She brought her whole self, known and loved by God to the community to share the goodness of what she has seen in the stranger at the well.  She saw who he was.  He saw who she was. Hospitality was extended. Dignity was recognized.
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Nicodemus, the disciples wading through a yet another metaphor that they don’t quite get and this Samaritan woman….diverse in their experiences, diverse in their encounters with Christ yet these are all stories which speak to the love of God through Christ.  Whether one comes in the dark of night to ask clarifying questions or comes to the well in the bright of day to seek water to quench a thirst, Jesus meets them there, is seen by them, and sees them.  
As you were at the well, were you able to pay attention to what was brought up in your bucket as the stranger spoke?  What would be left behind in your jug as you went back to the city?
Know and be known and loved….Amen.
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