Sermon on John 4:5-42
The woman at the well

I want you to imagine that you’re away on holiday in one of the Greek Islands and you’re standing in a queue at the local equivalent of Tesco Express, basket on your arm looking forward to a nice lunch. Next to you in the queue is a Greek Orthodox priest with his stovepipe hat and he strikes up a conversation with you. He asks in perfect English if you’re on holiday and you say yes with my partner and two grandchildren. He then asks how your other grandchildren are that you left at home in High Wycombe and he knows that you’ve just had an argument with your nearest and dearest. As the conversation proceeds, he seems to know everything about you and your life and family.
So how are you feeling. No doubt surprised, perhaps feeling a bit threatened, and no doubt left wondering what more he knows about you the dark secrets you have hidden away in the corner of your life. You would certainly walk away from that supermarket a very different person. It might even change your life.
And the woman in today’s gospel story is having a similar life changing experience. Mediterranean villages at noon are very quiet places. The midday siesta is right around the corner and people sensibly avoid work in the heat of the day. 
Usually nothing special takes place – except in today’s story from John’s gospel.
The setting for the story is steeped in history. It was here that Jacob purchased land for one hundred pieces of silver from the sons of Hamor. At his death, he bequeathed it to Joseph, and Joseph was buried here. Jacob’s ancient well is very deep, filled with water that percolates from the ground. And on this day, it is Jesus who stops for a drink of water at noon. 

Jesus could have chosen a different route from Jerusalem to Galilee via Jericho, but it would have taken two days longer. Yet it would have been more appropriate for a pious Jew to avoid this short cut through Samaritan territory. Samaritans were despised by the Jews and they would go to any lengths to avoid them and their country. So, this story, takes place at noon when the sun is at its hottest and sensible people would be relaxing and eating lunch. And it’s here in a foreign country at a most inappropriate time, John tells us, that Jesus had an encounter with a woman who within a few moments had her life totally reoriented. 

John reports the encounter with the woman vividly because what Jesus does is extraordinary in terms of the Jewish culture. 

· First, the person he is talking to is a woman. In Jewish society, men don’t talk to strange women in public, certainly not if they are a rabbi. We are told that this shocks the disciples, but they have learned to hold their tongues because Jesus often does surprising things.

· Second, the woman is regarded by her community as being immoral. She comes to the well at midday, a time when she would know that other people wouldn’t be there to criticise her. She has had five husbands, and she’s living with a man to whom she isn’t married. We learn this as the story unfolds, but it’s enough to know that Jesus has no problem starting a conversation with her, knowing what he knows about her.

· Thirdly, she is a Samaritan. The Jews have had a five-hundred-year feud with the Samaritans, ever since these people who were never taken into the Assyrian captivity intermarried with those pagans who had resettled in their region. They were not regarded as Jews by the Judeans, but as mixed race—a people for whom God no longer cared. So, it’s surprising that Jesus talks to her—and is willing to drink from the same cup with her. 

John relishes sharing this story with us – particularly that the disciples who had gone into the town to buy lunch find Jesus chatting at the well—something they disapproved of. But Jesus helps them to see that the old barriers were gone, the popular prejudices with outlawed encounters with women and non-Jews had come to an end. More than that, Jesus had helped them to understand that God was concerned about people, one by one, no matter who they were. 

To John this story is terribly profound because Jesus breaks the Jewish cultural mould. More importantly to John it becomes intensely personal. A woman, an alien with a shady reputation sits at the well and chats with Jesus. He knows who she is. He accepts her as she is. 

What follows in the story is nothing less than remarkable. Here is a man willing to listen to a woman with some serious issues. He helps her to talk about what is normally not public conversation for her. Jesus also tells her,
 “The hour is coming, when you will worship the Father neither on this mountain nor in Jerusalem’ 
God is Spirit, and those who worship him must worship him in spirit and truth’

We wish we knew more, but John’s report is like a news flash that has left out some of the details. We do know, however, that whatever the woman had been seeking, in that moment, she found it. In that moment her search for God’s Messiah was answered when Jesus said, “I who speak to you am he!” 

She runs to tell the people in her village. That must have been difficult for her. She, an outcast, now telling people what they ought to know - telling them that a Jew at the well has freed her, rescued her from the deepest burden in her life-- and she must tell them about it? Embarrassing or not, she tells everything, and the villagers invite Jesus to stay a couple days. And for the first time non-Jews could call themselves converts. 

Unusually, Jesus was not the lead character in this story. It was a woman transformed, the victim of prejudice at the hands of the Jews who was now leading her community to hear the same transforming message that she has heard. 

Have you experienced something so immediate in your own life? Because of our Christian faith all of us are changed one by one. We are freed from our pasts to become new men and women because we have come to know God in Jesus.
Many of us became Christians, because someone once took the time to hear us in our need, they understood our immaturity and our guilt. They were prepared to listen without any kind of judging or criticism.  We meet many people in our lives - friends and strangers, colleagues and neighbours, many of whom are not aware of the calming presence and hope that knowing Jesus can bring. For all of us that is a challenge. 

It's not easy because often we find it difficult to share with others who are in need particularly those with different backgrounds or cultures. But be strengthened by the words of that Samaritan community:

 “We now believe not just because of what you told us, but because we have heard him ourselves.” 

This story from John’s gospel reminds us that God has loved us through Jesus and that we are called to recognise others who are in need and waiting hear the good news of Jesus. How can we share Jesus with the outcasts, the refugee, the homeless, the hungry, those who society rejects as well as those who are not materially needy but are spiritually needy.
This is our day at the well. 

Out there is someone waiting to tell their story, and to have you share yours. People are waiting. Some are strangers. Some are known to you. 
This is our challenge as we move through Lent towards Easter.

Amen.
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