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870 some years before Jesus, the Phoenician Princess who became Queen Jezebel, married the King of the Northern Kingdom, Abah, son of Omri. Their political marriage troubled the prophet Elijah but cemented economic ties, linking Samaria’s exquized highland olive oil with the powerful Phoenician merchant marines. Samaritan influence and culture expanded for the next 100 years until Josiah rebelled against Assyria and Sargon II occupied Samaria deporting Samaritans to Persia and resettling the highlands with Syro-Mesotapianians. The resulting intermarriage deeply offended the Biblical prophets. Perhaps, such ancient re-settlements speak of an ethnic cleansing that should offend- but what about the children of such intermarriages? The southern kingdom crowed at northern despair, until seeking tribute and taxes, the Babylonians destroyed the Jerusalem temple, palace, dragging Jerusalemites into exile in 586. Fifty years later, Cyrus of Persia allowed Nehemiah and a small band of exiles to rebuild the walls of Jerusalem. Now, Nehemiah rejected any help from his Samaritan cousins, banning those mixed descent Northerners from assisting with southern reconstruction. Nehemiah used nationalism and religious purity to push the  Samaritans out of the ethno-religious mainstream. My lowest grade at Asbury Theological Seminary came on a paper, where I suggested that Nehemiah’s use of official violence, tearing out hair and beating people, did not comport with effective church leadership. (Nehemiah 13) So somewhere, 400 years before Jesus, the Samaritans, feeling cut off from the rebuilt Jerusalem temple, built their own temple on Mount Gerizim. It was a temple to Yahweh, and the Samaritans set up their own Yahweh publishing house and seminary! Finally, about 100 years before Jesus, John Hyrcanus, a Jewish priest, led a nationalist revolt against Greece (the latest super-power), and in his relegious-nationalist zeal, Hycranus burned the Samarian temple to Yahweh to the ground.  
Well, that may be more than you care to know, but just know this, when Jesus sat down and spoke with the woman at the well- there was a lot of ethno-religious baggage sitting around.. 
This history somehow reminds me of Dr. King’s sermon “Where Do We Go From Here”, where he asserts “love is ultimately the only answer for humanity’s problems,” but King also reminds us  that “a nation that will keep a people in slavery for 244 years will “thingify” them.” King talks about culture, economics, industry, military, violence, foreign and domestic policy and concludes, “All these problems are tied together. What I am saying today... is “America, you must be born again!”  
870 years of southern and northern cultural animosity seep into Jesus’ conversation with the woman at the well.In fact, just a few chapters later, some faithful Jerusalemites equate being a Samaritan with being possessed by the devil (John 8:48). So it should not surprize us that Jesus’ disciples are “shocked that Jesus was talking with a (Samaritan) woman”. However, even as Jesus’ actions challenged prescribed religious notions, John tells us, “No one asked Jesus, ‘What are doing?’ or ‘Why are you talking with her?’” Perhaps they were accustomed to feeling the spiritual burn, as Jesus stretched out their pious notions, befriending those labeled “notorious sinners”, drinking wine with wealthy patrons, and embracing people that church folks called unclean. So seeing Jesus breaking a religious taboo, the disciples keep quiet, perhaps, wondering if Jesus might again stretch their theological boundaries. Where is Jesus stretching you? 
Even though the woman at the well is unnamed, John portrays her as able to hold her own with Jesus. Jesus, hot, tired and thirsty, asks for a drink with less than fine manners. The woman at the well fires back, “Why do you, a Jewish man, ask for something to drink from me, a Samaritan woman?” Jesus dips into a deep spiritual metaphor about “living water”.  The woman at the well splashes back, “Sir, you don’t have a bucket and the well is deep. Where would you get this living water?”  
John’s Jesus offers metaphorical mystical speech. John’s Jesus speaks with these word parables: “I am the true vine, bread of life, good shepherd, or the living water.” This inspired poetry can be confusing.  
We do not have the full conversation, and perhaps Jesus makes his points plainer than John’s Cliff notes! But as the conversation progresses, Jesus speaks into the heart of the woman at the well’s life. They converse about  her six marriages. Now, a sermon might plumb the oppressive property laws, religious practices, and hostile sexism that surely affected the “woman at the well”. Perhaps today, we might simply name these un-named  forces. Only God sees into the depths of our hearts. But, let’s not move too quickly past the vulnerability, or judge too quickly, what is going on. Can you imagine yourself sharing your deepest vulnerabilities with Jesus your sixth setback? What strikes me is how Jesus makes room for our stories. Jesus creates a safe space for us so that we can bare our souls.  
Parker Palmer writes, “The soul loves truth, not trivia. So if the space between us is to welcome the soul, it must be a space in which the truth can be told…. According to conventional wisdom, we arrive at shared truth only by confronting and correcting each other in debate. But my experience suggests we rarely change our minds and move toward mutual understanding in the heat of argument. Instead, we become separated from each other, and from the Inner Teacher, by our fear of losing the battle… in the midst of intellectual or spiritual warfare, we rarely risk expressing those tentative probes and vulnerable ideas that might lead us to new insights. Confronted by “the enemy” we become even more committed to whatever we have always believed.” (A Hidden Wholeness, around page 127) Are you baring your soul in prayer? Jesus always makes space for people.
For Love makes a safe space for our souls. Love welcomes our shy souls. Love whispers, “Do not fear- It is I- peace be with you, do not be afraid.” Love raises our courage saying, “I will go with you.” Love is not shocked by the brokenness our stories, Love doodles in the sand- as the pious crowds’ accusations roll. Love speaks justice in defense of the oppressed, the downtrodden, and the broken. Love does not feel compelled to fill our awkward silences. Love listens as Peter brags, Thomas doubts, Mary weeps, Judas plots.Love calls our names: “Martha, Martha, you need only one thing.” “Mary, Mary, It is I, do not be afraid. ” “Saul, Saul, why do you persecute me?” 
“Jonah, Jonah, why do you run?” “Peter, Peter, feed my sheep.” Love poses the deepest questions that kindles new life within us. Love lays our souls bare. Lover prospers peacemaking, loving-kindness and emerging hope. Love embraces a sinful world. Love believes all things, bears all things, hopes all things, endures all things. Love never leaves us or forsakes us. Love came humbly among, born naked, swaddled in rags. Love offered healing, good news, and an alternative worldview. Love speaks life into us. Love bore the crowds’ taunts on the cross. Love spoke with forgiveness between two robbers. Love was crucified. Love arose, forgives and restores. Love makes enough room for my story- your story- their story- our story. Love encourages us “to leave our lives of sin”. Love excites us,  and we leave our water jar, racing to tell others. Love gives us a new song to sing in our once-judging village. Love  says, “Come meet the One who told me- everything I have done.”
Feeling the aura of Jesus’ love, the woman at the well sees her way through Jesus’ mystical metaphors about “Living Water” and declares, “Sir, I see that you are a prophet.” As her inner light flickers on, she dips back into old theological debates. “Our ancestors worshipped on this mountain, but you and your people say that it is necessary to worship in Jerusalem.” And interestly enough, Jesus does not spout our strange modern mantra- “it does not matter what you believe.” Jesus does not dwell on their disagreements, but instead points to deeper truth: God is spirit, and it is necessary to worship God in spirit and truth. The woman at the well shares “I know that the Messiah is coming, the one who is called the Christ. When he comes, he will teach everything to us.” Jesus says to us, “I Am—the one who speaks with you.”  
And just then the disciples return. They break the holy solitude of Jesus and the woman at the well’s conversation. John records that the disciples were shocked that Jesus was talking with a Samaritan woman. In 27 years of pastoral conversations, I have found nothing shuts out the soul like a shocked expression. So she leaves her water jar by the well and runs into the city saying, “Come and see this one who has told me everything I’ve done!” 
Let us make room for people, for God has made room for us. May Perfect Love cast off our shock and judgment. May this, our worship space, always be a sanctuary- a safe place for everyone to bare their soul space- and hear from God. Oh, may love so enfold us that we can become comfortable enough, vulnerable enough, to hear Jesus whispering our names, for Jesus, the Living Water, is beckoning us into new life. Amen. 
