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“In Spirit and in Truth” — Mar. 19, 2017
John 4:5–34
He came to a Samaritan city called Sychar, near the plot of ground that Jacob had given to his son Joseph. 6Jacob’s well was there, and Jesus, tired out by his journey, was sitting by the well. It was about noon.

7 A Samaritan woman came to draw water, and Jesus said to her, “Give me a drink”. . . . 9The Samaritan woman said to him, “How is it that you, a Jew, ask a drink of me, a woman of Samaria?” (Jews do not share things in common with Samaritans.) 10Jesus answered her, “If you knew the gift of God, and who it is that is saying to you, ‘Give me a drink,’ you would have asked him, and he would have given you living water.” 11The woman said to him, “Sir, you have no bucket, and the well is deep. Where do you get that living water? 12Are you greater than our ancestor Jacob, who gave us the well, and with his sons and his flocks drank from it?” 13Jesus said to her, “Everyone who drinks of this water will be thirsty again, 14but those who drink of the water that I will give them will never be thirsty. The water that I will give will become in them a spring of water gushing up to eternal life.” 15The woman said to him, “Sir, give me this water, so that I may never be thirsty. . . .”
16 Jesus said to her, “Go, call your husband, and come back.” 17-8 The woman answered him, “I have no husband.” Jesus said to her, “You are right, for you have had five husbands, and the one you have now is not your husband.” 19The woman said to him, “Sir, I see that you are a prophet. 20Our ancestors worshipped on this mountain, but you say that the place where people must worship is in Jerusalem.” 21Jesus said to her, “Woman, believe me, the hour is coming when you will worship the Father neither on this mountain nor in Jerusalem. . . .

23 “The hour is now here, when the true worshippers will worship the Father in spirit and truth, for the Father seeks such as these to worship him. 24God is spirit, and those who worship him must worship in spirit and truth.” 25The woman said to him, “I know that Messiah is coming—he who is called Christ. When he comes, he will proclaim all things to us.”26Jesus said to her, “I am he, the one who is speaking to you.”
27 Just then his disciples came. They were astonished that he was speaking with a woman, but no one said, “What do you want?” or, “Why are you speaking with her?” 28Then the woman left her water-jar and went back to the city. She said to the people, 29”Come and see a man who told me everything I have ever done! He cannot be the Messiah, can he?” . . . .
31 Meanwhile the disciples were urging him, “Rabbi, eat something.” 32But he said to them, “I have food to eat that you do not know about. . . . My food is to do the will of him who sent me and to complete his work.”

What a great story with many layers! The first layer I want to look at is that of the attitudes and histories between the Jews and Samaritans. Both of them had religions descended from Moses; both had the Torah, the first five books of the Bible. You can see that the Samaritans had traditions about Jacob. In fact, there still is a small tribe of Samaritans who live around Mounts Ebal and Gerizim in the Samaria region of what is now the West Bank.

We don’t know whether the Samaritans had the biblical books that were collected during the Babylonian Exile and became part of the Jewish Bible. They certainly had the same God, the same terminology for God, but their religious traditions had diverged over 700 years earlier. So when the woman asks the question about which mountain was the proper one on which people should worship, she is raising a theological question. But I don’t think she really wants a theological debate; she is just making conversation. I’ll explain what I mean in a minute. First, let’s take the story in sequence.

Sychar was a village near Shechem, one of the most important cities of Israel, the northern Hebrew kingdom. Remember, there were two Hebrew kingdoms. after Solomon had oppressed the people, forcing them to work on his building projects, and after his death, Israel split into rival kingdoms, Israel in the north, Judah in the south. Samaria and Shechem were in central Israel, Nazareth was also in Israel, but further north, in the Galilee. What happened to Samaria and Shechem did not happen to Nazareth or the rest of Galilee. In 720 b.c., Assyria imposed a forced population shift upon Samaria in order to suppress the nationalism that kept cropping up. They forced many Samarians to migrate to another country, and made many foreigners settle in Samaria. The Samarians were forced to live next to strangers. Over the centuries, these populations mixed. Fast forward to Jesus’ time, and the people of the region are known as Samaritans, and they live in the area between the Galilean Jews to the north and the Judean Jews to the south. 

Okay, enough of the history lesson. What about Jesus’ time? John tells us that Jews did not share with Samaritans. So it was daring of Jesus to converse with this woman at all. Then there is the level of gender, and the separation of the sexes that was usual in those days. Some men, particularly holy men, would never speak in public to any woman who was not a relative. It was not a hard and fast rule, but common practice. So again, Jesus was taking a risk. People might gossip about him. Of course, they would be proper about it: the men and the women would gossip separately.
But Jesus will talk to her; he doesn’t care about man-made barriers that much. He tries to make it clear right away that he is talking to her about spiritual things, when he refers to “living water” (4:10). But she takes him very literally, and refers to his having no bucket. He again makes his focus clear, when he distinguishes between the water that will eventually leave you thirsty again, and the water which will lead you to never thirst again (4:14). As often happens in the Gospel of John, Jesus’ conversation partner is very literal minded, and does not understand his spiritual meaning.

Then Jesus tells her to go fetch her husband, knowing that she does not have one. She is surprised and probably a little shaken when Jesus tells her that he knows she is with a man to whom she is not married. That’s when she tries to dodge this subject and get him to enter into theological debate about which mountain is the proper place for worship. Jesus shows her he means business, spiritually, when he utters one of his great principles. It does not matter on which mountain one worships, but “The hour is now here,” he says, “when the true worshippers 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” (4:23–24).

Again the woman tries to chat with him, saying “I know that Messiah is coming—he who is called Christ.” And Jesus answers her, “I am he, the one who is speaking to you” (4:25–26). Now that is shocking! This is first time that he confirms his Messianic status to anyone! He does not confirm it to the disciples until much later, when he asks them “who do people say that I am?” (Mark 8:27), which happened about mid-way in his ministry, while this is early in his ministry. Jesus saw something worthwhile in this woman, worthy enough to make her the first to be told of his Messiahship. 

Jesus did not choose a rabbi, a teacher, or even his own apostles for this revelation, but an ordinary lady, who is not even Jewish. Clearly, Jesus loved ordinary people, and would respond to any sign of spiritual thirst. “Give me this water,” she had said (4:15), and that was enough for him to give her an unprecedented revelation. 

And she was impressed! She ran back to the village and told everyone there was this amazing person out by Jacob’s well, possibly the Messiah himself, who told her everything she’d ever done! Really she became an evangelist for Jesus after only been about ten minutes of training! Still, it was enough to change her life. This is one of the several cases where Jesus gained followers from outside the Jewish community. Jesus will respond to anyone who thirsts for spiritual truth. 

Can we find the Samaritans in our culture? People who are partly of us, and partly different? People who are frequently frowned upon and shunned? There probably are lots of people who fit that description; historically it was people with dark skin. Today it is often people in same-sex relationships. There are many people, in all cultures, who, from an early age, have had sexual feelings toward those of the same gender, and who never lose those feelings even when they try to suppress them. If allowed, they can become successful in any walk of life, and can make very conscientious and unselfish parents. 
Truly, we are welcoming to all people who come into our church, but how far-reaching is our welcome? Would we welcome them into ministry, if they went through all the education and examination that other ministry candidates go through? Can we allow that, just as there are good Samaritans, and good people of all skin colors, that there are worthy gay people, worthy even to be pastors?

It must have been very hard for the pious and sincere Jewish apostles to fully accept Samaritans not only as believers, but leaders. But surely this Samaritan—and a woman, and unmarried—became some kind of leader, being the first to tell the people of Sychar about Jesus. She surely did not measure up to any high standards of personal morality. Yet Jesus chose to reveal something to her because he saw her spiritual thirst.
There are many people from east and west, from Jewish, Samaritan, and Gentile backgrounds, who will come and sit down at the Messiah’s table. And when we leave this world, what will happen to all those labels?
Now I would return to what Jesus says in the middle of this story: it doesn’t matter on what mountain, or in what place, you worship. The trappings you wear, the sign on your church door, the way you hold your hands when you pray—none of that really matters. What matters is to worship God “in spirit and in truth” (v. 24). It is the spiritual attitude and the high-minded loyalty to God’s will, that matter. Your social status, race, ethnicity, identity politics, party affiliation do not matter as much. All those are lower loyalties and identities. If we worship God in spirit and in truth, then we recognize that as our highest loyalty. And that gives us our highest identity, too. 

Who are you? I am a child of God who seeks to worship God in spirit and in truth, as Jesus taught, and as he lived. Can we reflect upon this, and see if all our loyalties line up behind this primary loyalty to the God who created us, who gave each of us our indwelling spirit, and all of our spiritual capacities? And then, can we make the church a school of love for the children of God?
We can have spiritual unity with any other human being who has that high identity. Wouldn’t it be nice if our identity politics lead toward spiritual unity and understanding instead of man-made division and hostility? 

