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Sermon – April 3, 2011 

“Measuring Goodness” 

Rev. Gwen Drake 
 

 

Scripture Reading:   John 4:5-30  

 

Jesus and the disciples needed to go through Samaria.  From the very beginning of this 

story, we are set up for a road trip into the darkness.  They were crossing boundaries.  Jews 

went out of their way to avoid contact with Samaritans because they were “those” people:  

foreigners, heretics, unclean.  Jews and Samaritans did not share things.  “It was necessary 

to go through Samaria,”  the Bible tells us.  Jesus could have gone another way—

geographically.  He didn’t.  He led the disciples right through Samaria—over to the dark 

side.  It was necessary.  

 

It was high noon and they came to a well.  Not just any well.  Jacob’s well, a well where 

some very important men, like Isaac and Jacob and Moses, had met a woman.  So who did 

Jesus meet at the well?  Right, a woman.  However, it was not a woman like any of the 

others. It was a Samaritan woman with a rather irregular marital history.   

 

We are in the day shift, the sun is bright, and if we didn’t know the story so well, we 

would be wondering, like the disciples, who disappeared to find something acceptable to 

eat, what good can come out of this journey into Samaria?  A conversation takes place 

between the woman and Jesus, back and forth, give and take, a dialogue.  Jesus did not fall 

into a lengthy monologue like he usually does in the Gospel of John.  This conversation is 

the longest recorded conversation Jesus had with another person. 

 

  For those of you who have read the Gospel of John recently, and I am sure this 

includes most of you, for Methodist are rarely accused of having dusty Bibles (right?), this 

is most unusual, because most of John is Jesus giving an extensive lecture, I mean, 

teaching.  Here is Jesus talking with a shady character of the opposite sex, at a well where 

significant things have happened in the past, having a long conversation, in broad 

daylight—before God and everyone.  And let me tell you, scholars and preachers have had 

a wonderful time with this woman.  They have painted her nails, darkened her mascara, 

shortened her skirt, and messed with her reputation.  Oh, do we preachers love a powerful 
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testimony!!  And this woman just fits the bill, why else would she be waiting at the well, at 

high noon, when all of the other women have come and gone?   I’ve preached that sermon, 

the one that said, she was so bad; she came to a public place when no one else was around, 

and along comes Jesus, to save her from her obvious life of sin and degradation.  How 

many of you have heard that sermon?   

 

Vianne, a single mother with a shady past comes into a village in the movie Chocolat 

and opens a chocolate store in the midst of the season of Lent -- scandalous behavior!  She 

is mysterious and bold and relational.  She seems to know just what flavor of chocolate 

people need to change their lives.  She causes quite a stir in this traditional Catholic 

community that is being told to practice resisting temptation.  Of course, the chocolate 

shop is made into the symbol and source of temptation in the village—tasty chocolates, a 

beautiful woman… a well full of temptations.     

 

Three times in this story of Jesus and the woman at the well, she is described as the 

Samaritan woman rather than stating her name.  Her national identity is underlined.  We 

never learn her name.  Her first words are, “How is it that you, a Jew, ask a drink of me, a 

woman of Samaria?”  Just a chapter ago, Nicodemus came to Jesus by night. He had a 

name and a very distinguished role.  He said a couple of things and then faded into the 

background as Jesus spoke.  This woman is not named, engages Jesus in conversation, 

crossing all kinds of boundaries between male and female, chosen and un-chosen, insiders 

and outsiders, righteous and heretic.  Jesus listened deeply, not just with his mind, either, 

with his heart, his gut.  He was able to see her life without any judgment at all.  And this 

opened the woman’s eyes to see him more deeply, too, as a prophet.  And then she moves 

the conversation into a most pressing question—a question that separated the Jews and the 

Samaritans.  Where was God to be worshipped?  The question was risky and courageous 

and deeply theological.  This question shifted the conversation.  And look at the answer 

Jesus gave.  Worship was not bound by location at all.  True worship happened wherever it 

happened in spirit and truth.  And then to this mysterious and bold woman, Jesus says for 

the first time, the first of seven times, “I AM…”  The same words that came to Moses out 

of the burning bush. Jesus said, “I am…” and the Samaritan woman heard it first. 

 

Then the disciples came back and oh my, did the shift hit the fan!  Jesus was messing up 

their tidy little community.  Jesus was messing with centuries of rules and roles and the 

way it was.  What was he doing talking to her?  What was he thinking?  Oh, he probably 

wasn’t thinking at all!  They were astonished.  They were speechless.  No one said what 

they were really thinking.  We read a couple of thoughts, which was probably the tip of the 

iceberg.  I can imagine and so have a lot of preachers and theologians!  And then, the 

woman leaves without her water jar, to go back to the city, to say to her friends and 

neighbors, “Come and see.  Come and see!”   

 

After the woman leaves, the disciples open their mouths.  “Have something to eat, 

Rabbi.”  And Jesus said, he already had food.  This was confusing.  The disciples said.  
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“Huh?  Did someone bring you food already?”  Jesus answers in metaphors again, “Look 

around you. The fields are already ripe for harvesting.  The seeds have already been 

planted.  The harvest is already happening.” 

 

It was happening already.  The Samaritan woman was making it happen.  Many, many 

Samaritans believed because of what the Samaritan woman told them.   They came to 

Jesus and asked him to stay with them.  The story continues to be scandalous.  Jesus stayed 

in Samaria for two days.  And many more believed because they heard Jesus for 

themselves.  This concludes the story of the woman at the well, a Samaritan woman, the 

single most effective change agent in the gospels, the most successful evangelist recorded 

in the gospels.  Jesus stayed in Samaria for two days that is clear.  I’m left wondering, what 

did the disciples do?  That’s not so clear. 

 

I wonder that because we are the disciples in this story.  We are the insiders.  We are the 

chosen ones.  We are the churchy ones.  Jesus and the woman are having a life-changing 

relational experience at the well and the disciples missed the boat, not only because they 

weren’t present.  They could not get past their deep-seated belief system and their 

assumptions.  We do that.  We have beliefs systems that get in our way.  We make 

assumptions that get in our way.  Jesus and the Samaritan woman put their beliefs and 

assumptions aside and look what happened-- a scandalous, messy, relational, amazing, 

living conversation discovering who God was and what their lives were about.  Evangelism 

happened.  But let me explain.  Evangelism wasn’t about compelling and persuading 

people to come and see and believe.  Evangelism was what happened in the conversation.  

Evangelism was the building of a relationship at a well that was full of living water. 

And that’s what happens in the chocolate shop—scandalous, messy, relational, 

living conversations of discovery, very real relationships.  And, transformation 

happens--transformation all over the place, not just in the shop.  And the most 

“religious- identified” person in the village is transformed when he finds his own voice 

and says, “I think we can't go around measuring our goodness by what we don't do, by 

what we deny ourselves, what we resist, and who we exclude. I think we've got to 

measure goodness by what we embrace, what we create, and who we include.” 

Jesus couldn’t have said it better himself, or the Samaritan woman.  It is what we 

need to grapple with as a church, as disciples, as God’s people-- our assumptions and 

our belief systems.  I wasn’t here last Sunday because I was in Missouri, participating in 

two church consultations for the Healthy Church Initiative, a process (emphasis on the 

word “process) our annual conference has adopted and is living into based on what they 

have been doing in Missouri for 6 years.  I’m going to be very involved in this process 

as an Assistant to the Bishop, and so is Mary Foote as the District Lay Leader.  The 

goal is to grow healthy congregations by transforming ourselves and building 

relationships with our neighbors around us.  It is a process.  It is not going to happen 

overnight.   
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One of the first things we need to realize is that God didn’t place the Hillsboro 

UMC here in Hillsboro to take care of ourselves who are here in the church.  We act 

like that, you know.  Not on purpose, really.  We just think if we keep doing what we do 

for ourselves, then those people out there will find our door and walk in and instantly 

fall in love with us, because, well, we love each other and we love the church and 

people ought to be able to get that.  Well, they don’t. 

And, it’s not about God having some Master Plan that we need to figure out either.  

We Methodists are really good at looking and looking and looking and then forming a 

study team to look some more and we may even come up with a plan.  We do 

everything by committee and it takes forever, because, well, we just have to have 

everyone on board.  And we end up never taking a bold leap of faith.  It’s time to take a 

bold leap of faith into the unknown, into uncertainty.  That bold leap of faith is not 

about going out there and saving our community either.  For your information, God is 

already out there.  We, the church, are the ones who need saving, being saved from 

turning in on ourselves.   

The attraction model, build it and they will come, is not working anymore, not that 

it worked very well in the first place.  We have been swapping Christians between 

churches for a long time now.  Most the people in this neighbor, in Oregon, and yes, 

even in Missouri, don’t go to church at all, never have gone to church, into the 3
rd

 

generation of not going to church. They look at us with suspicion, like what do you 

want— money, to make me feel guilty, to tell me I’m going to hell, to tell me I have to 

get up on Sunday morning when I would rather sleep in and be with churchy people?  

Yikes!  So the question is how do we connect with people who don’t even know what 

church is and view us with suspicion, if they view us at all.  There is no one answer, I 

hate to tell you.  Even Missouri knows there is no one answer.  I didn’t learn how to do 

church in today’s non-church culture in seminary.  We were in denial back then.  Still 

are, actually. Our American culture has already shifted away from being a church 

culture, and we who were born in the church have a lot of catching up and learning to 

do.  And as Bob Farr, the one who is in charge of the Healthy Church Initiative in 

Missouri says, “We need to revive or die.”  Sometimes I wonder if we need to die 

before we can revive….but that’s another sermon…   

It is not unlike what was happening as Jesus traveled around the countryside.  He 

went around building relationships, creating space for community to happen, moving 

on.  Notice when you dust off your Bible and read through the gospels, not much 

happens in the synagogue, his “church.”  Yet, when he traveled around his agenda was 

NOT to start a new religion.  He didn’t have any creeds to recite.  He didn’t start even 

one program.  He didn’t have a master plan.  He had a journey he was on and some 

people joined him in that journey and many didn’t.  However, all kinds of people 

connected with him and partnered with him.  He started a kind of new life movement 

especially with people like the Samaritan woman.  He created space wherever he went, 

whoever he met, for relationship, for a natural connection, and in that relationship and 
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connection this amazing thing called the grace of God showed up because people were 

thirsty for the kind of living water he was giving them.  They were thirsty for 

relationship and a sense of belonging and a way of living. 

If there is one thing we learn from Jesus’ encounter with the woman at the well, it 

is about the basics of building relationship, where we really see the other person, with 

no personal and no church agenda.  It’s about us connecting with people we already 

know in a real and authentic and healthy way.  It’s about finding our voice and our 

courage and taking a leap of faith.  The answer is not program.  The answer is people 

and building relationship.   

So, Jesus was invited into the homes of the Samaritan people. I am not sure if the 

disciples followed along.  But I do know, while he was there, they broke bread together.  

They drank wine together.  They laughed together.  They probably cried together.  They 

experienced the grace of God together as the judgment and the barriers came down 

between them.  It was the way Jesus was with people.  He opened up space for 

authenticity and truth and life to happen even between people who stayed away from 

each other, who couldn’t stand each other.   

When we gather at the communion table to break bread together, it is the gathering 

of every moment of our lives, all our pain, sorrow, laughter, joy into a single timeless 

moment.  Here is where we learn we are loved by God as we are and nothing, 

absolutely nothing can separate us from the love of God, and nothing, absolutely 

nothing in our lives is ever wasted.  This full meaning of holy communion lies in our 

hearts, beyond language, concept, and time.  We will share communion today in silence 

and in deep connection with each other, creation, and our divine Creator.  Amen.  


