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     Lent 3A - 2/24/08

     St. David’s

           The Rev. Steve Keplinger

Years ago in a land far, far away, I sat alone in a tinny restaurant

on Christmas Eve.  I waited there uneasily, having a feeling in the back

of my mind that something, I was not sure what, was wrong.   Finally

though, my wife walked in the door and I felt relieved.

That relief however, lasted only a few moments.  She sat down

and ordered her dinner with an over the top cheeriness, and I knew at

once there was something dreadfully wrong.  I’ll never forget the

positively pleasant look on her face when, without the slightest

emotion in her voice, she turned to me and said the following.  “I’m

leaving you.  Our marriage is over.  It’s a done deal.  Nothing that you

say or do is going to change my mind.”

We were supposed to be getting on a flight in two hours to fly

back east to be with our families for Christmas.  And to my great shock

and horror, she did get on that plane and we flew back there as if

nothing had happened.  She said nothing to anyone about our

conversation and acted like everything was just peachy.  In the

meantime, I vacillated between walking around like a zombie and
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bursting into uncontrollable sobbing.

There was one thing I was certain about my entire young life. 

Divorce would never be in my vocabulary.  I would do, I always told

myself, whatever was necessary to make it work, no matter what.  The

possibility was so foreign to me that I had no idea what to do next. 

Once the initial shock let go of me, I found myself in a continual

depression.  My strongest emotional feeling however was not as much

sadness as it was humiliation and embarrassment.  

For the first time in my life, I didn’t want my church and my

religion.  I NEEDED it.  I desperately needed it to help me get past the

pain and awful gnawing inside me.  I also needed it to lift me out of the

mud that engulfed me.  I needed it to lift me out of the isolation, the

loneliness and especially, my overwhelming feeling of unworthiness.  I

never needed anything more in my entire life.  But my parish priest

made it clear to me that I had screwed up, and he wasn’t going to lift

me out of anything.  He made it clear that divorce meant not only an

end to my marriage but a divorce from my church.

In desperation, I sought out another priest in another town, 120

miles away, someone who didn’t know me.  But he was even more
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callous, telling me that though I was a very young person, I must never

be involved in another relationship in my entire life.  To do so, would

be to live in the gravest form of sin, and I was living in enough sin

already.

At the time in my life when I desperately reached out for a hand,

my church threw me out in the street like the trash that I felt like, and

in so doing they ripped out of me the only hope I had left, that my faith

could get me through the worst moments in my life.

Some intensely lonely wandering followed, during which I felt

ostracized from the world.  But very, very slowly, after much more pain

and humiliation, it would be my faith that would eventually save me.  A

faith that I discovered despite what my church told me.  A faith that I

discovered in the story that you just heard.  The truth is, I never really

understood what was happening in this odd tale of an unknown woman

finding Jesus at the community well.  But when I experienced for

myself a tiny fraction of what it was like to become the Samaritan

woman, this story changed me at the core of my being.  When I directly

felt the Samaritan woman’s pain and humiliation on a deeply personal

level, the entire Gospels opened up for me in a way I had never
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experienced.

With the exception of Jesus himself, I believe the Samaritan

woman at the well to be the greatest hero in all of the gospels.  How

ironic then, that we never even get to know her name.  That is part of

the way we begin to understand the magnitude of her exclusion.  I was

alienated from my wife and my church, but this nameless woman, she

is excluded from everyone and everything.  We have spoken before of

the place of women in Middle Eastern antiquity.  This is an age and a

culture where women were not allowed to eat with men, only serve

them.  It is a time when holy men did not speak to their own wives in

public.  This is a time when a group of Nicodemus’ friends called the

“bruised and bleeding Pharisees”, got their name because they

CLOSED their eyes whenever they saw a woman, causing them to walk

into walls and the like.

But that’s just the beginning.  This particular woman is a

Samaritan, a curse word in first century Judaism, a word that’s not a

whole heck of a lot better even today in the Middle East.  Samaritans

were and remain in some circles, half-breeds.  In the eyes of a first

century Jew, Samaritans did not even worship the same God they did. 
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They were despised and hated at a level far surpassing what we see

between Shite and Sunni Muslims today.

To top it all off, not only is she excluded because of her race and

gender, but she is also, what we used to call, a fallen woman.  The

Gospel does not make it clear whether she was divorced from all her

previous husbands or whether they died.  But Jesus does point out that

she is presently living with a man not her husband.  The real indicator

that this woman is a big time sinner however, is the fact that she is

coming to the well at the noon hour.  Respectable women came in

groups in the morning or the evening.  The well was the place where

they gathered to catch up on the news from one another.  This woman

goes to the well at noon because she has been excluded from that

community and also because she is one of the women that the others

are talking about.  This woman is rejected by everyone, including her

own people.

But as we know, despite all this, Jesus breaks every code in both

his religious and cultural upbringing and actually speaks to this

woman.  Not only does he speak to her, but they have the longest

recorded conversation in all of the Gospels.  No wonder the disciples
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are so shocked.

It is not just the length of their conversation that convinces me

that something monumental is happening in today’s story.  It follows in

the Gospel of John right after last week’s tale of Nicodemus.  It is not

difficult to see why John put these stories back to back.  Today’s

Gospel story is about someone who is about as far away as possible

from the well respected, honorable gentlemen Nicodemus.  You may

remember that in last week’s tale, Nicodemus comes to Jesus in the

dark of night.  But today, Jesus meets the Samaritan woman at noon

with the maximum amount of light possible.  We are being told that

today’s Gospel is the opposite of last week’s when Nicodemus didn’t

have a clue as to what Jesus was saying.  Last week was the tale of a

guy in the dark.  Today is the story of someone seeing the light.  That

person, of course, is the one rejected and humiliated by all.

When, for the first time in my life, I found myself relating to the

Samaritan woman rather than Nicodemus, I too, finally saw the light. 

Those years of pain and humiliation fell off of me like a snake shedding

his skin, when it finally hit me that even though everyone else

abandoned the Samaritan woman, including her church, Jesus never
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did.  More than that, once the Samaritan woman realizes that Christ

will not ostracize her or abandon her no matter what she has done, not

matter what has been done to her, she is emboldened.  Not only will

she become one of the most enlightened individuals in all of the

Gospels, but she will also become the first evangelist.  She will bring

Christ’s message of inclusion of all to her own people.  She will change

the way her own church once excluded people from their midst.  She

will break down the barriers that her church and culture put up that

humiliated so many.  It is not just what Jesus does today that provides

for us a model of how we are to care for others.  The Samaritan woman

offers us the same model. 

It was not easy for me to share with you my personal story of

humiliation and embarrassment.  I know that it is even possible that

some of you will view me differently after hearing this story.  But when

I finally related my own story to this Gospel, I realized that there is no

choice but to share such tales with each other.  It is only through my

own shame and embarrassment that I was able to finally grasp what is

going on in today’s Gospel and allow it to change my life.  That is what

each of us must do with our own humiliating moments.  They offer us
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the opportunity to truly experience the wonder of Christ’s presence in

our personal lives if we only allow them.

What the Samaritan woman does for us today is not just give us a

model of how to interact with Christ in our lives, but how we should be

relating with each other.  Jesus begins by knocking down all the

cultural and religious barriers that have been put up to separate them

from each other.  This is quite an act of compassion and the woman

knows it.  But for what happens next to occur, the Samaritan woman

also has to put herself out on a limb.  She has to disclose to Jesus the

other reasons why he should not be drinking from her cup.  So instead

of bristling when the conversation turns personal, she tells Jesus the

beginning of her own humiliating story.  “I have no husband.”  And with

this bold act of disclosure, Jesus reveals that he knows the whole

truth about her.

When Jesus tells her more about herself, she suddenly learns a

lot more about him.  She learns that he is not just a Jew who has

reached out to her even though his religion tells him to throw her out

like the trash, but he is much more.  By being willing to disclose

herself, she experiences the Jesus beyond the man, she has an
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experience of the divine at that very moment.  And then Jesus

discloses even more of himself to her.  “I know that the Messiah is

coming,” she says.  And he says, “I am he.”  It is the first time Jesus

discloses this to anyone.  He hasn’t told his disciples and he didn’t tell

Nicodemus last week.  He chooses this sinful woman whose religion

and culture had abandoned her.  And by so doing, she discovers who

she is.  Not the person the world saw, not the person they told her she

had to be, but instead a full human being with dignity and honor.

Here then is our model for being in relationship with each other. 

By having the courage to share our own misfortunes and humiliations

with others as the Samaritan woman does with Jesus, we become

closer to those around us.  When we open ourselves to others, they

tend to put down their guards and share with us, creating a common

bond between us.  That is exactly what happens with Jesus and the

Samaritan woman, as each discloses more about each other.  Their

relationship becomes the most intimate one in all of the Gospels as a

result.  It is the courage that the Samaritan woman has to admit her

own failures that allows all this to happen.  What a great model for

how we should speak to each other to create intimacy between us.
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It is also how we create a church and a world of inclusion. 

Everyone likes to think that they are open to accepting others into

their churches and lives.  But inclusion does not mean, “You are

welcome here, even though you are different from us.”  Inclusion is all

about the realization that all of us are welcome because all of us are

the same.  Bringing about the kingdom of God is all about having

everyone realize that we are all fallen women, that we all mess up on a

regular basis, that it is, in fact, only through our failures and our

embarrassments that we can truly experience the wonder of God in our

lives.  And the way we do that is when we have the courage to

disclose to others our own humiliations, just as the Samaritan woman

does with Jesus today. 

The story of the Gospel of John cannot be reduced to one

sentence or even one narrative.  Its length and breadth takes us on a

journey to God from conversion to enlightenment.  But if you had to

choose one story to capture that journey’s most consequential

elements, it would be difficult to make a better choice than today’s.

In it, we learn that the God of the Bible will never throw us out

like trash.  We learn that no matter what we have done, no matter
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what has been done to us, we can still experience God in the midst of

our lives and change everything for ourselves and the world around us. 

         When we realize that Christ shows us who we are by showing us

who he is, then we too will have the courage to disclose our inner

selves and in so doing, bring dignity and strength to others who have

been disenfranchised.

          When we realize that it is the Samaritan woman who just may be

the greatest hero in all of the Gospels, we know that we too have the

power to live in full dignity and bring that dignity to everyone else. 

Jesus teaches us how to do this by creating a church and a world

where NO ONE is ever excluded for any reason, where we spend our

days and nights eliminating every form of denigration and bringing

dignity to all, where we empower everyone in our midst and make sure

that no one is ever exploited.

Don’t ever tell me that words are not important, that actions

speak louder than words.  Because today, with nothing more than

words, Jesus and the Samaritan woman change the world.  We can do

the same thing.  They just showed us how.  Amen.
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